
THEORIES OF 
PRIMITIVE RELIGION 


BY 

E. E. EVANS-PRITCHARD 

PROFESSOR OF SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY 
IN THE UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD 


OXFORD 

AT THE CLARENDON PRESS 

1965 


Oxford University Press, Amen House, London E.C.4 

GLASGOW NEW YORK TORONTO MELBOURNE WELLINGTON 
BOMBAY CALCUTTA MADRAS KARACHI LAHORE DACCA 
CAPE TOWN SALISBURY NAIROBI IBADAN 
KUALA LUMPUR HONG KONG 


© Oxford University Press , ig6j 



PRINTED IN GREAT BRITAIN 
AT THE UNIVERSITY PRESS, OXFORD 
BY VIVIAN RIDLER 
PRINTER TO THE UNIVERSITY 




FOREWORD 



F our of these Sir D. Owen Evans Lectures were delivered 
at the University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, in the 
spring of 1962. They are presented almost entirely as 
written for that occasion, though some paragraphs were not 
spoken because the lectures would otherwise have exceeded 
the time allotted to me. The Lecture appearing as no. IV 
here was written at the same time, but as I was asked to 
give only four lectures, it was not delivered. 

It will be appreciated that these lectures were for the ear 
and not for the eye ; and also that they were spoken to a highly 
educated, but none the less a non-specialist, that is, non- 
anthropological, audience. Had I been speaking to pro- 
fessional colleagues or even to anthropological students, 
I would sometimes have expressed myself in somewhat 
different language, though to the same import. 

In my comments on Tylor and Frazer, Levy-Bruhl, and 
Pareto I have drawn heavily on articles published very many 
years ago in the Bulletin of the Faculty of Arts, Egyptian 
University (Cairo), in which I once held the Chair of Socio- 
logy — articles which have circulated between then and now in 
departments of Social Anthropology in a mimeographed 
form, and the main points of which are here set forth. 

For criticism and advice I thank Dr. R. G. Lienhardt, 
Dr. J. H. M. Beattie, Dr. R. Needham, Dr. B. R. Wilson, 
and Mr. M. D. McLeod. 

E. E. E.-P. 
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INTRODUCTION 

T hese lectures examine the manner in which various 
writers who can be regarded as anthropologists, or at 
any rate as writing in the anthropological field, have 
attempted to understand and account for the religious be- / 
liefs and practices of primitive peoples. I should make it clear ' 

' at the outset that I shall be primarily concerned only with 
theories about the religions of primitive peoples. More general 
discussions about religion outside those limits are peripheral 
to my subject. I shall therefore keep to what may broadly 
be considered to be anthropological writings, and for the 
most part to British writers. You will note that our present ' 
interest is less in primitive religions than in the various 
theories which have been put forward purporting to offer an 
explanation of them. 

If anyone were to ask what interest the religions of the 
simpler peoples can have for us, I would reply in the first 
place that some of the most important political, social, and 
moral philosophers from Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau to 
Herbert Spencer, Durkheim, and Bergson have considered 
the facts of primitive life to have great significance for the ,/ 
understanding of social fife in general; and I would remark 
further that the men who have been most responsible for 
changing the whole climate of thought in our civilization 
during the last century, t he great myth-makers Darwin, 
Marx-Engels, Freud, and Frazer (and perhaps I should add 
Comte), all showed an intense interest in primitive peoples 
and used what was known about them in their endeavours to 
convince us that, though what had given solace and en- 
couragement in the past could do so no more, all was not 
lost; seen down the vistas of history the struggle did avail. 

In the second place, I would reply that primitive religions ✓ 
are species of the genus religion, and that all who have any 
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interest in religion must acknowledge that a study of the 
religious ideas and practices of primitive peoples, which are of 
great variety, may help us to reach certain conclusions about 
the nature of religion in general, and therefore also about the 
so-called higher religions or historical and positive religions 
or the religions of revelation, including our own. Unlike 
these higher religions, which are genetically related — 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, or Hinduism, Buddhism, 

I and Jainism — primitive religions in isolated and widely 
j separated parts of the world can scarcely be other than in- 
v/ -dependent developments without historical relations between 
] them, so they provide all the more valuable data for a com- 
i parative analysis aiming at determining the essential charac- 
teristics of religious phenomena and making general, valid, 
i and significant statements about them. 

I am of course aware that theologians, classical historians, 
Semitic scholars, and other students of religion often ignore 
primitive religions as being of little account, but I take 
comfort in the reflection that less than a hundred years ago 
Max Muller was battling against the same complacently 
entrenched forces for the recognition of the languages and 
religions of India and China as important for an under- 
standing of language and religion in general, a fight which it 
is true has yet to be won (where are the departments of com- 
parative linguistics and comparative religion in this country?) , 
but in which some advance has been made. Indeed I would 
go further and say that, to understand fully the nature of 
revealed religion, we have to understand the nature of so- 
called natural jreligion, for nothing could have been revealed 
about anything if men had not already had an idea about 
that thing. Or rather, perhaps we should say, the dichotomy 
between natural and revealed religion isJTalse and makes for 
obscurity, for there is a good sense in which it may be said 
that all religions are religions of revelation : the world around 
them and their reason have everywhere revealed to men 
something of the divine and of their own nature and destiny. 
We might ponder the words of St. Augustine : ‘What is now 
called the Christian religion, has existed among the ancients, 
and was not absent from the beginning of the human race, 
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until Christ came in the flesh: from which time the true 
religion, which existed already, began to be called Christian .’ 1 

I have no hesitation in claiming furthermore that though 
students of the higher religions may sometimes look down their 
noses at us anthropologists and our primitive religions — we 
have no texts — it is we more than anyone who have brought 
together the vast material on a study of which the science of 
comparative religion has been, however insecurely, founded; 
and, however inadequate the anthropological theories based 
on it may be, they could serve, and sometimes have served, 
classical, Semitic, and Indo-European scholars, and also 
Egyptologists in the interpretation of their texts. We shall 
be reviewing some of these theories in the course of these 
lectures, so I may here merely say that I have in mind the 
impact on many learned disciplines of the writings of Tylor 
and Frazer in this country and of Durkheim, Hubert and 
Mauss, and Levy-Bruhl in France. We may not today find 
them acceptable, but in their time they have played an 
important part in thfijnstory of thought. 

It is n ot easy to(clefine : what we are to understand by re- 

ligion for the purpose of these lectures. Were their emphasis 
"to'be on beliefs and practices, we might well accept initially j 
Sir Edward Tylor’s minimum definition of religion (though 
there are difficulties attached to it) as belief in spiritual . 

. beings, but since the emphasis is rather on theories of primi- 
tive religion, I am not free to choose one definition rather 
than another, since I have to discuss a number of hypotheses 
which go beyond Tylor’s mi ni mum definition. Some would* | 
include under the religious rubric such topics as magic, l 
totemism, taboo, and even witchcraft — everything, that is, j 
which may be covered by the expression ‘primitive men- 
tality’ or what to the European scholar has appeared to be 
irrational or superstitious. I shall have in particular to make , 
repeated references to magic, because several influential 
writers do not differentiate between magic and religion and 
speak of the magico-religious, or regard them as genetically 
related in an evolutionary development; others again, 

1 August. Retr. i. 13. Quoted in F. M. Muller, Selected Essays on Language, 
Mythology and Religion, 1881, i. 5. 
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whilst distinguishing between them, give a similar type of 
explanation of both. 

Victorian and Edwardian scholars were intensely inter- 
ested in religions of rude peoples, largely, I suppose, because 
they faced a crisis in their own ; and many books and articles 
have been written on the subject. Indeed, were I to refer to 
all their authors, these lectures would be clogged with a 
recitation of names and tides. The alternative I shall adopt 
is to select those writers who have been most influential or 
who are most characteristic of one or other way of analysing 
the facts, and discuss their theories as representative of 
varieties of anthropological thought. What may be lost by 
this procedure in detailed treatment is compensated for by 
greater clarity. 

Theories of primitive religion may conveniently be con- 
sidered under the headings of psychological and sociologi- 
cal, the psychological being further divided into — and here I 
use Wilhelm Schmidt’s terms — intellectualist and emotion- 
-afist theories. This classification, which also accords roughly 
with historical succession, will serve its expository purpose, 
though some writers fall between these headings or come 
under more than one of them. 

My treatment of them may seem to you severe and nega- 
tive. I think you will not regard my strictures as too severe 
when you see how inadequate, even ludicrous, is much of 
what has been written in explanation of religious phenomena. 
Laymen may not be aware that most of what has been written 
in the past, and with some assurance, and is still trotted out 
in colleges and universities, about animism, totemism, 
magic, &c., has been shown to be erroneous or at least, 
dubious. My task has therefore to be critical rather than 
constructive, to show why theories at one time accepted are 
unsupportable and had, or have, to be rejected wholly or in 
part. If I can persuade you that much is still very uncertain 
and obscure, my labour will not have been in vain. You will 
then not be under any illusion that we have final answers to 
the questions posed. 

Indeed, looking backwards, it is sometimes difficult to 
understand how many of the theories put forward to account 
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for primitive man’s beliefs and for the origin and develop- 
ment of religion could ever have been propounded. It is not 
just that we now know in the fight of modern research what 
their authors could not then have known. That, of course, is 
true; but even on the facts available to them it is astounding 
that so much could have been written which appears to be- 
contrary to common sense. Yet these men were scholars and 
of great learning and ability. To comprehend what now seem 
to be obviously faulty interpretations and explanations, we 
would have to write a treatise on the climate of thought of 
their time, the intellectual circumstances which set bounds 
to their thought, a curious mixture of positivism, evolution- 
~ ism, and the remains of a sentimental religiosity. We shall be 
surveying some of these theories in later lectures, but I should 
' like here and now to commend to you as a locus classicus the 
at-one-time widely read and influential Introduction to the 
History of Religion by F. B. Jevons, then (1896) a teacher of 
philosophy in the University of Durham. Religion for him 
was a uniform evolutionary development from totemism — 
anijnism being ‘rather a primitive philosophical theory than 
a form of religious belief’ 1 — to polytheism to monotheism; 
but I do not intend to discuss, or disentangle, his theories. 

I only instance the book as the best example I know for 
illustrating how erroneous theories about primitive religions - 
can be, for I believe it would be true to say that there is no 
general, or theoretical, statement about them in it which 
would pass muster today. It is a collection of absurd recon- 
structions, unsupportable hypotheses and conjectures, wild 
— speculations, suppositions and assumptions, inappropriate 
analogies, misunderstandings and misinterpretations, and, 
especially in what he wrote about totemism, just plain non- 
sense. 

If some of the theories put before you appear rather naive, 

I would ask you to bear certain facts in mind. Anthropology 
was still in its infancy — it has hardly yet grown up. Till 
recently it has been the happy hunting ground of men of 
letters and has been speculative and philosophical in a rather 
old-fashioned way. If psychology can be said to have taken 

1 F. B. Jevons, An Introduction to the History of Religion, 1896, p. 206. 
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the first steps towards scientific autonomy round about i860 
and not to have rid itself of the trammels of its philosophical 
past till forty or fifty years later, social anthropology, which 
took its first steps at about the same time, has yet more 
recently shed similar encumbrances. 

It is a remarkable fact that none of the anthropologists 
whose theories about primitive religion have been most in- 
fluential had ever been near a primitive people. It is as though 
a chemist had'ffeverThought it necessary'fb enter a labora- 
tory. They had consequently to rely for their information on 
what European explorers, missionaries, administrators, and 
traders told them. Now, I want to make it clear that this 
evidence is highly suspect. I do not say that it was fabricated, 
though sometimes it was; and even such famous travellers 
as Livingstone, Schweinfurth, and Palgrave were given to 
gross carelessness. But much of it was false and almost all 
of it was unreliable and, by modern standards of professional 
research, casual, superficial, outof perspective, outof context; 
and to some extent this was true even of the earlier profes- 
sional anthropologists. I say with the greatest deliberation 
about early descriptions of the simpler peoples’ ideas and 
behaviour, and even more of the interpretations of them put 
forward, that statements cannot be taken at their face value 
and should not be accepted without critical examination of 
their sources and without weighty corroborative evidence. 

Anyone who has done research among primitive peoples 
earlier visited by explorers and others can bear witness that 
their reports are only too often unreliable, even about mat- 
ters which can be noted by bare observation, while about such 
matters as religious beliefs which cannot be so noted their 
statements may be quite untrue. I give a single example 
from a region with which I am well acquainted. In view of 
recent papers and extensive monographs on the religions of 
the Northern Nilotes, it is strange to read what the famous 
explorer Sir Samuel Baker said about them in an address to 
the Ethnological Society of London in 1866: ‘Without any 
exception, they are without a belief in a Supreme Being, 
neither have they any form of worship or idolatry; nor is 
the darkness of their minds enlightened by even a ray of 
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superstition. The mind is as stagnant as the morass which 
forms its puny world.’ 1 As early as 1871 Sir Edward Tylor 
was able to show from the evidence even then available that 
this could not be true. 2 Statements about a people’s religiour 
beliefs must always be treated with the greatest caution, for 
we are then dealing with what neither .European n0 r native 
can directly observe, with conceptions, image_s, worcTs, which 
require for understanding a thorough knowledge of a people’s 
language and also an awareness of the entire system of ideas, 
of which an y particu lar-belief is part, for it may be meaning- 
"Iess when divorced from the set of beliefs and practices to^, 
which it belongs. Very rarely could it be said that in addition 
to these qualifications the observer had a scientific habit of 
mind. It is true that some missionaries were well educated 
men and had learnt to speak native languages with fluency, 
but speaking a language fluently is ver y differen t fr om un der- 
standing it, as I have often observed in converse between | 

. Europeans and Africans and Arabs. For here there is a new 1 
1 ' cause of misunderstanding, a fres h hazard. Native and / 

1 missionary are using the same words but the, annotations \ 
are different, they carry different loads" of meaning. For j J 
someone who has not made an intensive study of native/ 
institutions, habits, and customs in the native’s own milieu 1 
(that is, well away from administrative, missionary, and 
trading posts) at best there can emerge a sort of middle— 
["^dialect in which it is possible to communicate about matters 
v, of common experience and interest. We need only take for 
example the use of a native word for our ‘God’. The mean- 
ing of the word for the native speaker may have only the 
slightest coincidence, and in a very restricted context, with 
the missionary’s conception of God. The late Professor Hocart 
cites an actual example of such misunderstandings, from - 
Fiji: v 

When the missionary speaks of God as ndina, he means that 
all other gods are non-existent. The native understands that He 
is the only effective, reliable god; the others may be effective at 

1 S. W. Baker, ‘The Races of the Nile Basin’, Transaction of the Ethnological 
Society of London, N.s. v (1867), 231. 

2 E. B. Tylor, Primitive Culture, 3rd edit. (1891), i. 423-4. 
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, times, but are not to be depended upon. This is but one example 
of how the teacher may mean one thing and his pupil understand 
' another. Generally the two parties continu e bl issfully ignorant of 
the misunderstanding. There is no remedy for it, except in the 
j missioliary~acq;uiring -a thorough knowledge of native customs 
and beliefs . 1 


I~ Furthermore, the reports used by scholars to illustrate 
their theories were not only highly inadequate but — and 
this is what chiefly relates to the topic of these lectures — 
they were also highly selective,. What travellers liked to put 
on paper was what most struck them as curious, crude, and 
sensational. Magic, barbaric religious rites, superstitious 
beliefs, took precedence over the daily empirical, humdrum 
routines which comprise nine-tenths of the life of primi- 
tive man and are his chief interest and concern : his hunting 
and fishing and collecting of roots and fruits, his cultivating 
I and herding, his building, his fashioning of tools and 
weapons, and in general his occupation in his daily affairs, 

! domestic and public. These were not allotted the space they 
fill, in both time and importance, in the lives of those whose 
way of life was being described. Consequently, by gi ving 
undue attention to what they regarded as curious supersti- 
tions, the occult and mysterious, observers tended to paint 
a picture in which the mystical (in Levy-Bruhl’s sense of 
that word) took up a far greater portion of the canvas than 
it has in the lives of primitive peoples, so that the empiri- 
cal, the ordinary, the common-sense, the workaday world 
seemed to have only a secondary importance, and the natives 
were made to look childish and in obvious need of fatherly 
administration and missionary zeal, especially if there was 
ajwelcome bit of obscenity in their rites. 

' ' Then the scholars got to work on the pieces of information 
provided for them haphazardly and from all over the world, 
and built them into books with such picturesque titles as 
The Golden Bough and The Mystic Rose. These books presented 
"a composite image, or rather caricature, of the primitive mind : 
superstitious, childlike, incapable oTeither critical or sustained 
thought. Examples of this procedure, this promiscuous^use 

1 A. M. Hocart, ‘Mana’, Man, 1914, 46. v 
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of evidence, might be culled from any writer of the period : J 

thus 

The Amaxosa drink the gall of an ox to make themselves fierce. 

The notorious Mantuana drank the gall of thirty chiefs, believing 
it would render him strong. Many peoples, for instance the 
Yorubas, believe that the ‘blood is the life’. The New Caledonians 
eat slain enemies to acquire courage and strength. The flesh of a 
slain enemy is eaten in Timorlaut to cure impotence. The people ! 
of Halmahera drink the blood of slain enemies in order to become 
brave. In Amboina, warriors drink the blood of enemies they have 
killed to acquire their courage. The people of Celebes drink the 
blood of enemies to make themselves strong. The natives of the ■; 

Dieri and neighbouring tribes will eat a man and drink his blood ■ 
in order to acquire his strength; the fat is rubbed on sick people . 1 

And so on and on and on through volume after volume. 

How well was this procedure satirized by Malinowski, to 
whom must go much of the credit for having outmoded by 
ridicule and example both the sort of inquiries which had 
previously been prosecuted among the simpler peoples and 
the use scholars had made of them. He speaks of ‘the lengthy 
i litanies of threaded statement, which make us anthropologist s 
feel silly and the savage _looJc_ridIeuIou?7 such as ‘Among \ : - 
the Brobdignacians \sic\ when a man meets his mother-in-law,-^ , : 
the two abuse each other and each retires with a black eye’ ; 

‘When a Brodiag encounters a polar bear he runs away and 
sometimes the bear follows’ ; ‘In old Caledonia when a native 
accidentally finds a whisky bottle by the road-side he empties 
it at one gulp, after which he proceeds immediately to look 
for another.’ 2 \ 9 

We have observed that selection o n the level of bare _ A 
observation had already proflnCelfan initial dist ortio n. The " ' 

s'cteS0TK=aff3-paste method of compilation'By“th99mrLchair 2- 
scholars at home led to further distortion. On the whole, they 
lacked any sense of historical criticism, the rules an historian -., ff 
applies wheiTevaluating documentary evidence. Then, if a 
false impression was created by observers of primitive peoples 
giving undue prominence to the mystical in their lives, it was 

1 A. E. Crawley, The Mystic Rose, 1927 edit, (revised and enlarged by 
Theodore Besterman), i. 134-5. 

2 B. Malinowski, Crime and Custom in Savage Society, 1926, p. 126. 
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embossed by scrap-book treatment, which was dignified by 
being labelled t he ‘comparative method ’. This consisted, with 
I respect to our subject, of taking from the first-hand records 
j about primitive peoples, and willy-nilly from all over the 
; world, wrenching the facts yet further from their contexts, 

; only what referred to the strangepweird, mystical!, super- 
stitious — use which words we may — and piecing the bits 
together in a monstrous mosaic, which was supposed to por- 
tray the mind ofi~primrtive man. Primitive man was thus 
made to appear, especially in Levy-Bruhl’s earlier books, as 
quite irrational (in the usual sense of that word), living in a 
! mysterious world of doubts and fears, in terror of the super- 
natural and ceaselessly occupied in coping with it. Such a 
picture, I think any anthropologist of today would agree, is 
a tot al distortion . 

r As a matter of fact, the ‘comparative method 1 when so 
used is a misnomer. There was precious little com parison, if 
we mean analytical comparison. There waimerelyaTringing 
together of items which appeared to have something in 
common. We can indeed say for it that it enabled the writers 
to make prehminary classifications in which vast numbers 
of observations could be placed under a limited number of 
rubrics, thereby introducing some sort of order; a nd in t his 
it had value. But it was an illustragive^ra^iier than a compara- 
tive method, almost what psychologists used to call the 
‘anecdotal method’. A large number of miscellaneous exam- 
ples ^were brought together to illustrate some general idea 
and in support of the author’s thesis about that idea. There 
^^was no attempt to test theories by unselected examples. The 
P most elementary precautions were neglected as wild surmise 
followed on wild surmise (called hypotheses). The simplest 
rules of inductive logic (methods of agreement, difference, 
and concomitant variations) were ignored. Thus, to give a 
single example, if God is, as Freud would have it, a projec- 
tion of the idealized and sublimated image of the father, then 
clearly it is necessary to show that conceptions of deities vary 
- — with the very different places the father has in the family in 
different types of society. Then again, negative instances, if 
considered at all, which was rare, were dismissed as later 
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developments, decadence, survivals, or by some o ther evo hu 
Jtionarv trick . For early anthropological theories, as you will 
see in my next lecture, not only sought explanations of primi- 
tive religion in psychological origins, but also attempted to 
place it in an evolutionary gradation or as a stage in social 
development. A chain of logical development was deductively 
constructed. In the absence of historical records it could not 
be said with any conviction that in any particular instance his- 
torical development corresponded to the logical paradigm — 
indeed from the middle of last century there raged a battle 
between those in favour of the theory of progression and those 
in favour of the theory of degradation, the former holding 
that primitive societies were in a state of early and, retarded 
though it might be, progressive development towards civili- 
zation, and the latter that they had once been in a more 
highly civilized condition and had regressed from it. The 
debate especially concerned religion, it being held by the 
one party that what they considered to be rather elevated 
theological ideas found among some primitive peoples were 
a first glimpse of truth that would eventually lead to higher 
things, and by the other party that those beliefs were a relic 
of an earlier and more civilized state. Herbert Spencer pre- 


served an open mind on this issue , 1 but the other anthropo- 
logists, except Andrew Lang and to some extent Max Muller, 
and sociologists were progressionists. In the absence of 
historical evidence to show the phases rude societies have 
in fact passed through, they were assumed to be of an ascend- 
ing, and very often an invariable, order. All that was required 
was to find an example somewhere, no matter where, which 
more or less corresponded to one or other stage of logical de- 
velopment and to insert it as an illustration, or as the writers 
seemed to regard it, as proof, of the historical validity of 
this or that scheme of unilinear progression. Were I address- 
ing a purely anthropological audience, even to allude to such 
past procedures might be regarded as flogging dead horses. 

The difficulties were, I believe, increased, and the resultant 


distortion made greater, by the coining ;: _of speciak-terms- to 
"deffcri Btesprunitive religions, therefiy^tlggestxngTEaTthe mind 

C_P>C — - 1 H. Spencer, The Principles of Sociology, 1882, i. 106. 
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of the primitive was so different from ours that its ideas could 
i n ot be expressed in our vocabularies and categories. Primi- 
! tive religion was ‘animism’, ‘pre-animism’, ‘fetishism’, and 
the like. Or, terms were taken over from native l ang uages, 
as though none could be found in our own language re- 
sembling what had to be described, such terms as taboo (from 
Polynesia), mana (from Melanesia), totem (from the Indians 
of North America), and baraka (from the Arabs of North 
Africa). I am not denying that the semantic difficulties in 
translation are great. They are considerable enough between, 
shall we say, French and English; but when some primitive 
language has to be rendered into our own tongue they are, 
and for obvious reasons, much more formidable. They are in 
i bict the major problem we are confronted with in the subject 
x we are discussing, so I hope I may be allowed to pursue the 
\ matter a little further. If an ethnographer says that in the 
\ language of a Central African people the word ango means 
dog, he would be entirely correct, but he has only to a very 
_^»4-imited degree thereby conveyed the meaning of ango, for 
whatjJ^jxieajis_to_the natives who use the word is very differ- 
ent to what ‘dog’ means to an. Englishman. The significance 
d ogs have for them — they hunt with them, they eat Them,’ 
and so on — is not the signifi ra.nce.they have for.us . How much 
greater is therlisplacement likely to be when we come to terms 
which have a metaphysical Reference ! One can, as has been 
done, use native words" and then demonstrate their meaning 
by their use,in different cont exts and situations. But there is 
clearly a limit to this expedient. Reduced to an absurdity it 
would mean writing an account of a people in their own ver- : 
nacular.'T’he alternatives are perilous. One can standardize 
a word taken from a primitive vernacular, like tofemTand use 
it to describe phenomena among other peoples which re- 
semble what it refers to in its origmaTTTome; but this can 
,„b£ The_caus,e^a f great confusio n, because the res^bhrixctT' 
may be s superficial, and the phenomena in question so di-~ 
ve rsi fied that tHFTcrm loses all 'meaning, which, indeed, as 
Goldenweiser showed, Tias FeenAhe fate of the word totem. 

1 1 A. A. Goldenweiser, Early Civilization, 1921, pp. 282 ff. See also his 

paper Form and Content in Totemism , , American Anthropologist, sr.s. xx (1918). 
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I emphasize this predicament because it has some impor- 
tance for an understanding of theories of primitive religion. 

One may, indeed, find some word or phrase in one’s own 
language by which to translate a native concept. We may 
translate some word of theirs by ‘god’ or ‘spirit’ or ‘soul’ or \ - 

‘ghost’, but then we have to ask not only what the word we so _ v ‘ 
translate means to the natives but also what the word by which /X \f ■ f 
it is translated means to the translator and his readers. We / 

have to determine a_d ouble meaning; and at Best there can j ^ , ' 
be no more than a partial overlap of meaning between the 
two words. 

Jlre'scmantic difficultiesjpre always considerable and can 
only be’pSTTraiiy overcome. - ! he problem they present may be 
viewed also in reverse, in the attempt by missionaries to 
translate the Bible into native tongues. It was bad enough 
when Greek metaphysical concepts had to be expressed in 1 
Latin, and, as we know, misunderstandings arose from this 
transportation of concepts from the one language into the 
other. Then the Bible was translated into various other Euro- 
pean languages, English, French, German, Italian, &c., and 
I have found it an illuminating experiment to take some 
portion of it, shall we say a Psalm, and see how these different 
languages have stamped it with their particular characters. 

Those who know Hebrew or some other Semitic language 
can complete the game by then translating these versions 
back into its idiom and seeing what they look like then. 

How much more desperate is the case of primitive lan- 
guages ! I have read somewhere of the predicament of mis- 
sionaries to the Eskimoes in trying to render into their tongue 
the word ‘lamb’, as in the sentence ‘Feed my lambs’. You 
can, of course, render it by reference to some animal with 
which the Eskimoes are acquainted, by saying, for instance, 

‘Feed my seals’, but clearly if you do so you replace the 
representation of what a lamb was for a Hebrew shepherd 
by that of what a seal may be to an Eskimo. How is one 
to convey the meaning of the statement that the horses of 
the Egyptians ‘are flesh and not spirit’ to a people which 
has never seen a horse or anything like one, and may also 
have no concept corresponding to the Hebrew conception of 
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spirit? These are trite examples. May I give two more com- 
plicated ones? Hoy^do-yomtranslate into Hottentot ‘Though 
I speak with the tongues of men and of angels and have not 
charity . . .’? In the first place, you have to determine what 
the passage meant to St. Paul’s hearers; and, apart from ‘the 
tongues of men and of angels’, what exegetical learning has 
gone to the elucidation of eros, agape, and caritasl Then you 
have to find equivalents in Hottentot, and, since there are 
none, you do the best you can. Or how do you render into 
an Amerindian language ‘In the beginning was the word’? 
r- Even in its English form the meaning can only be set forth 
Liy a theological disquisition. Missionaries have battled hard 
and with great sincerity to overcome these difficulties, but 
in my experience much of what they te ach natives is quite 
unintelligible to those among whom they labour, and many 
of them would, I think, recognize this. The solution often 
adopted is to transform the minds of native children into 
European minds, but then this is only in appearance a 
solution. I must, having I hope brought this missionary 
problem to your attention, now leave it, for these lectures are 
not on missiology, a fascinating field of research, unhappily 
as yet litde tilled. 

Nor do I therefore discuss the more general question of 
translation any further here, for it cannot be treated briefly. 
We all know the tag Hraduttore, traditore\ I mention the matter 
in my introductory lecture partly because we have to bear 
in mind, in estimating theories of primitive religion, what 
the words used in them meant to the scholars who used them. 
If one is to understand the interpretations of primitive men- 
tality they put forward, one has to know their own men- 
tality, broadly where they stood; to enter into their way of 
looking at things, a way of their class, sex, and period. As far 
as religion goes, they all had, as far as I know, a religious 
background in one form or another. To mention some names 
which are most likely to be familiar to you: Tylor had been 
brought up a Quaker, Frazer a Presbyterian, Marett in the 
Church of England, Malinowski a Catholic, while Durkheim, 
Levy-Bruhl, and Freud had a Jewish background; but with 
one or two exceptions, whatever the background may have 
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been, the persons whose writings have been most influen- 
tial have been at the time they wrote agnostics or atheists. ; 

Primitive religion was with regard to its validity no different j 

from any other religious faith, an illusion. It was not just that j 
they asked, as Bergson put it, how it is that ‘beliefs and prac- j 
tices which are anything but reasonable could have been, j 
and still are, accepted by reasonable beings’. 1 It was rather 
that implicit in their thinking were the optimistic convic- 1 
tions of the eighteenth-century rationalist philosophers that 1 
people are stupid and bad only because they have bad in- 
stitutions, and they have bad institutions only because they 
are ignorant and superstitious, and they are ignorant and j 
superstitious because they have been exploited in the name 
of religion by cunning and avaricious priests and the unscru- 
pulous classes which have supported them. We should, I 
think, realize what was the intention of many of these scholars 
if we are to understand their theoretical constructions. They 
sought, and found, in primitive religions a weapon which 
could, they thought, be used with deadly, effect against 
Christianity. If primitive religion could be explained away as 
an intellectual aberration, as a mirage induced by emotional 
stress, or by its social function, it was implied that the higher 
religions could be discredited and disposed of in the same 
way. This intention is scarcely concealed in some cases — 
Frazer, King, and Clodd, for example. I do not doubt their 
sincerity and, as I have indicated elsewhere, 2 they have my 
sympathy, though not my assent. However, whether they 
were right or wrong is beside the point, which is that the 
impassioned rationalism of the time has coloured their assess- 
ment of primitive religions and has given their writings, as 
we read them today, a flavour of smugness which one may 
find either irritating or risible. . — 

Religious belief was to these anthropologists absurd, and j 
it is so to most anthropologists of yesterday and today. But ! 
some explanation of the absurdity seemed to be required, 
and it was offered in psychological or sociological terms. It 

1 H. Bergson, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 1956 edit., p. 103. 

2 ‘Religion and the Anthropologists’, Blackfriars, Apr. i960. Reprinted in 
Essays in Social Anthropology, 1962. 
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was the intention of writers on primitive religion to explain 
it by its origins, so the explanations would obviously account 
for the essential features of all and every religion, including 
the higher ones. Either explicitly or implicitly, explanation 
of the religion of primitives was made out to hold for the 
origins of all that was called ‘early’ religion and hence of the 
faith of Israel and, by implication, that of Christianity which 
arose from it. Thus, as Andrew Lang put it, ‘the theorist who 
believes in ancestor-worship as the key of all the creeds will 
see in Jehovah a developed ancestral ghost, or a kind of 
fetish-god, attached to a stone — perhaps an ancient sepul- 
chral stele of some desert sheikh. The exclusive admirer of 
the hypothesis of Totemism will find evidence for his belief 
in worship of the golden calf and the bulls. The partisan of 
nature-worship will insist on Jehovah’s connection with 
storm, thunder, and the fire of Sinai .’ 1 

We may, indeed, wonder why they did not take as their 
first field of study the higher religions about whose history, 
theology, and rites far more was known than of the religions 
of the primitives, thus proceeding from the better known to 
the less known. They may to some extent have ignored the 
higher religions to avoid controversy and embarrassment in 
the somewhat delicate circumstances then obtaining, but it 
was chiefly because they wanted to discover the origin of re- 
ligion, the essence of it, and they thought that this would be 
found in very primitive societies. However some of them may 
have protested that by ‘origin’ they did not mean earliest in 
time but simplest in structure, the implicit assumption in 
their arguments was that what was simplest in structure must 
have been that from which more developed forms evolved. 
This ambiguity in the concept of origin has caused much 
confusion in anthropology. I say no more about it at this 
stage but I will revert to it, and to other general matters so 
far briefly touched on, in my final lecture, by which time I 
shall have had an opportunity to place some examples of 
anthropological theories of religion before you. We may, 
however, note here that had the authors whose writings we 
are going to examine read at all deeply into, shall we say, 

1 Andrew Lang, The Making of Religion, 1898, p. 294. 
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Christian theology, history, exegesis, apologetics, symbolic 
thought, and ritual, they would have been much better 
placed to assess accounts of primitive religious ideas and 
practices. But it was rare indeed that those scholars who set 
themselves up as authorities on primitive religion showed in 
their interpretations that they had more than a superficial 
understanding of the historical religions and of what the 
ordinary worshipper in them believes, what meaning what 
he does has for him, and how he feels when he does it. 

What I have said does not imply that the anthropologist 
has to have a religion of his own, and I think we should be 
clear on this point at the outset. He is not concerned, qua 
anthropologist, with the truth or falsity of religious thought. 
As I understand the matter, there is no possibility of his 
knowing whether the spiritual beings of primitive religions or ' 
of any others have any existence or not, and since that is the 
case he cannot take the question into consideration. The be- 
liefs are for him sociological facts, not theological facts, and his 1 
sole concern is with their relation to each other and to other 
social facts. His problems are scientific, not metaphysical or 
ontological. The method he employs is that now often called 
the phenomenological one — a comparative study of beliefs , 
and rites, such as god, sacrament, and sacrifice, to determine 
their meaning and social significance. The validity of the 
belief lies in the domain of what may broadly be designated 
the philosophy of religion. It was precisely because so many 
anthropological writers did take up a theological position, 
albeit a negative and implicit one, that they felt that an 
explanation of primitive religious phenomena in causal 
terms was required, going, it seems to me, beyond the legiti- 
mate bounds of the subject. 

Later I shall embark on a general review of anthropo- 
logical theories of religion. Permit me to say that I have read 
the books I shall criticize, for one finds only too often that 
students accept what others have written about what an 
author wrote instead of reading the author himself (Levy- 
Bruhl’s books, for example, have time and again been grossly 
misrepresented by persons who, I am sure, have read them 
either not at all or not with diligence) . In making this review 
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we shall find that it will often be unnecessary for me to point 
out the inadequacies of one or other point of view because the 
required criticism is contained in the writings of other authors 
mentioned later. This being so, it may be well to add, and 
I am sure you will agree, that it must not be supposed that 
there can be only one sort of general statement which can be 
made about social phenomena, and that others must be 
wrong if that one is right. There is no a priori reason why these 
theories purporting to explain primitive religion in terms 
respectively of ratiocination, emotion, and social function i 

should not all be correct, each supplementing the others, 
though I do not believe that they are. Interpretation can be 
on different levels. Likewise there is no reason why several 
different explanations of the same type, or on the same level, 
should not all be right so long as they do not contradict each 
other, for each may explain different features of the same 
phenomenon. In point of fact, however, I find all the theories 
we shall examine together no more than plausible and even, 
as they have been propounded, unacceptable in that they 
contain contradictions and other logical inadequacies, or in 
that they cannot, as stated, be proved either true or false, or ; ' 
finally, and most to the point, in that ethnographic evidence j 

invalidates them. 

A final word : some people today find it embarrassing to 
hear peoples described as primitives or natives, and even , 

more so to hear them spoken of as savages. But I am some- 
times obliged to use the designations of my authors, who wrote 
in the robust language of a time when offence to the peoples 
they wrote about could scarcely be given, the good time of i 

Victorian prosperity and progress, and, one may add, smug- 
ness, our pomp of yesterday. But the words are used by me 
in what Weber calls a value-free sense, andlhey are etymo^ 
logically unobj ectionablcTTn'liny^case, the use of the word 
‘primitive 1 to describe peoples living in small-scale societies f 

with a simple material culture and lacking literature is too t 

firmly established to be eliminated. This is unfortunate, 
because no word has caused greater confusion in anthropo- 
logical writings, as you will see, for it can have a logical 
and a chronological sense and the two senses have some- l 
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times not been kept distinct, even in the minds of good 
scholars. 

So much by way of some introductory remarks, which were 
necessary before embarking on our voyage into an ocean of 
past thought. As is the case with any, and every, science we 
shall find on many an isle the graves of shipwrecked sailors; 
but when we look back on the whole history of human thought 
we need not despair because as yet we know so little of the 
nature of primitive religion, or, indeed, of religion in general, 
and because we have to dismiss as merely conjectural, merely 
plausible, theories purporting to explain it. Rather we must 
take courage and pursue our studies in the spirit of the dead 
sailor of the Greek Anthology epigram : 

A shipwrecked sailor, buried on this coast, 

Bids you set sail. 

Full many a gallant bark, when we were lost, 
Weathered the gale. 
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PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES 

T he theory of President de Brosses , 1 a contemporary 
and correspondent of Voltaire, that religion originated 
in fetishism, was accepted until the middle of last 
century. The thesis, taken up by Comte , 2 was that fetishism, 
the worship, according to Portuguese sailors, of in anim ate 
things and of animals by the coastal Negroes of West Africa, 
developed into polytheism and polytheism into monotheism. 
It was replaced by theories, couched in intellectualist terms 
and under the influence of the associationalist psychology of 
the time, which may be designated as the ghost theory and 
the soul theory, both taking it for granted that primitive man 
is essentially rational, though his attempts to explain puzzling 
phenomena are crude and fallacious. 

But before these theories became generally accepted they 
had to contest the field with others of the nature-myth school, 
a contest all the more bitterly fought in that both were of the 
same intellectualist genre. I discuss very briefly the nature 
myth account of the origin of religion first, partly because 
it was first in time, and also because what happened later 
was a reaction to animistic theories, nature mythology having 
ceased, at any rate in this country, to have any following 
and significance. 

The nature-myth school was predominantly a German 
school, and it was mostly concerned with Indo-European 
religions, its thesis being that the gods of antiquity, and by 
implication gods anywhere and at all times, were no more 
than personified natural phenomena: sun, moon, stars, 
dawn, the spring renewal, mighty rivers, &c. The most 
powerful representative of this school was Max Muller (son 

' Brosses, Du Cults des dieux fetiches ou parallele de Vancienne religion 
de I’Egypte avec la religion actuelle de la Nigritie, 1 760. 

2 Comte, Corns de philosophic positive , 1908 edit., 52e-54 e lejon. 


of the romantic poet Wilhelm Muller), a German scholar of 
the solar-myt h branc h ofthe school (the various branches did 
a good deal of wrangling among themselves), who spent most 
of his life at Oxford, where he was Professor and a Fellow of 
All Souls. He was a linguist of quite exceptional ability, one 
of the leading Sanskritists of his time, and in general a man of 
great erudition; and he has been most unjustly decried. He 
was not prepared to go as far as some of his more extreme 
German colleagues, not just because at Oxford in those days 
it was dangerous to be an agnostic, but from conviction, for 
he was a pious and sentimental Lutheran; but he got fairly 
near their position, and, by tacking and veering in his many 
books to avoid it, he rendered his thought sometimes ambi- 
guous and opaque. In his view, as I understand it, men have 
always had an intuition of the divine, the idea of the Infi- 
nite — his word for God — deriving from sensory experiences; 
so we do not have to seek its source in primitive revelation or 
in a religious instinct or faculty, as some people then did. \ 
All human knowledge comes through the senses, that of 
touch giving the sharpest impression of reality, and all \ 
reasoning is based on them, and this is true of religion also: ) 

nihil in fide quod non antefuerit in ot.Now, things which are 
intangible, like the sun and the sky, gave men the idea of the 
infinite and also furnished the material for deities. Max j 
Muller did not wish to be understood as suggesting that 1 
religion began by men deifying grand natural objects, but 
rather that these gave him a feeling of the infinite and also 
served as symbols for if. 

Muller was chiefly interested in the gods of India and of the 
classical world, though he tried his hand at the interpreta- 
tion of some primitive material and certainly believed that 
his explanations had general validity. His thesis was that the 
infinite, once the idea had arisen, could only be thought of in 
metaphor and symbol, which could only be taken from what 
seemed majestic in the known world, such as the heavenly 
bodies, or rather their attributes. But these attributes then 
lost their original metaphorical sense and achieved autonomy 
by becoming personified as deities in their own right. The 
nomina became numina. So religions, of this sort at any rate, 
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might be described as a ‘disease of language’, a pithy but 
unfortunate expression which later Muller tried to explain 
away but never quite lived down. It follows, he held, that 
the only way we can discover the meaning of the religion of 
early man is by philological and etymological research, 
which restores to the names of gods and the stories told about 
them their original sense. Thus, Apollo loved Daphne; 
Daphne fled before him and was changed into a laurel tree. 
This legend makes no sense till we know that originally Apollo 
was a solar deity, and Daphne, the Greek name for the 
laurel, or rather the bay tree, was the name for the dawn. 
This tells us the original meaning of the myth : the sun chasing 
away the dawn. 

Muller deals with belief in the human soul and its ghostly 
form in a similar manner. When men wished to express a 
distinction between the body and something they felt in them 
other than the body, the name that suggested itself was 
breath, something immaterial and obviously connected with 
life. Then this word ‘psyche’ came to express the principle 
of life, and then the soul, the mind, the self. After death the 
psyche went into Hades, the place of the invisible. Once the 
opposition of body to soul had thus been established in lan- 
guage and thought, philosophy began its work on it, and 
spiritualistic and materialistic systems of philosophy arose; 
and all this to put together again what language had severed. 
So language exercises a tyranny over thought, and thought 
is always struggling against it, but in vain. Similarly, the 
word for ghost originally meant breath, and the word for 
shades (of the departed) meant shadows. They were at first 
figurative expressions which eventually achieved concrete- 
ness. 

There can be no doubt that Muller and his fellow nature 
mythologists carried their theories to the point of absurdity; 
he claimed that the siege of Troy was no more than a solar 
myth : and to reduce this sort of interpretation to farce, 
someone, I believe, wrote a pamphlet inquiring whether Max 
Muller himself was not a solar myth ! Leaving out of con- 
sideration the mistakes in classical scholarship we now known 
to have been such, it is evident that, however ingenious 
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explanations of the kind might be, t hey were n ot, and could / 
not be, supportedJaY.ad.e q uate hist orical evidence to carry con- 
viction, and could only be, at best)’ erudite^guesswork. I need 
not recall the charges brought against the nature mytholo- 
gists by their contemporaries, because although Max Muller, 
their chief representative, for a time had some influence on 
anthropological thought, it did not last, and Muller outlived 
such influence as he had once had. Spencer and Tylor, the 
latter strongly supported in this matter by his pupil Andrew 
Lang, were hostile to nature-myth theories, and their advo- 
cacy of a different approach proved successful. 

Herbert Spencer, from whom anthropology has taken 
some of its most important methodological concepts and ' 
whom it has forgotten, devotes a large part of his The 
Principles of Sociology 1 to a discussion of primitive beliefs, and 
though his interpretation of them is similar to that of Sir 
Edward Tylor and was published after Tylor’s Primitive 
Culture, his views were formulated long before his book 
appeared, and were independently reached. Primitive man, 
he says, is rational, and, given his small knowledge, his 
inferences are reasonable, if weak. He sees that such pheno- 
mena as sun and moon, clouds and stars, come and go, and 
this gives him the no doruoLdualit v. of visible and invisible 
conditions, and this notion is strengthened by other observa- 
tions, for example, of fossils, chick and egg, chrysalis and | 
butterfly, for Spencer had got it into his head that rude / 

peoples have no idea of natural explanation, as though they j 

! could have conducted their various practical pursuits with- j 
out it! And if other things could be dualities, why not man j 
himself? His shadow and his reflection in water also come ! 
and go. But it is dreams, which are real experiences to primi- j’ i 
tive peoples, which chiefly gave man the idea of his own !; 
duality, and he identified the dream-self which wanders atj 
night with the. shadow-self which appears by day. Tins' ! 
idea of duality is fortified by experiences of various forms of 
temporary insensibility, sleeping, swooning, catalepsy, and 
the like, so that death itself comes to be thought of as only 
a prolonged form of insensibility. And if man has a double, 

1 Spencer, op. cit., vol. i. 
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a soul, by the same reasoning so must animals have one and 
, also plants and material objects. 

/ The origin of religion, however, is to be looked for in the 
belief in ghosts\rather than in sou ls. That the soul has a 
temporary after-life is suggested by the appearance of the 
dead in dreams, so long as the dead are remembered; and 
-'the first traceable conception of a supernatural being is that 
Lof a ghost. This conception must be earlier than that of 
fetish, which implies the existence of an indwelling ghost or 
spirit. Also, the idea of ghosts is found everywhere, unlike 
that of fetishes, which is indeed not characteristic of very 
primitive peoples. The idea of ghosts inevitably — Spencer’s 
v-' favourite word — develops into that of gods, the ghosts of 
remote ancestors or of superio r perso ns - becoming divinities 
\ (the doctrine of Euhemerism) , and the food and drink placed 
| on their graves to please the dead becoming sacrifices and 
libations to the gods to propitiate them. Sojie concludes that 
‘ancestqr-worship is the root of every religion ’. 1 

All this is served up in inappropriate terms borrowed from 
the physical sciences and in a decidedly didactic manner. 
The argument is a priori speculation, sprinkled with some 
illustrations, and is specious. It is a fine example of the intro- 
spectionist_psvc.hob. gist’s, or ‘if I were a horse’, fallacy, to" 
which - ! shall have to make frequent reference. If Spencer 
were living in primitive conditions, those would, he assumed, 
have been the steps by which he would have reached the 
beliefs which primitives hold. It does not seem to have oc- 
curred to him to ask himself how, if the ideas of soul and 
\ ghost arose from such fallaciouTreasoning about clouds and 
butterflies and dreams and trances, the beliefs could have 
persisted throughout millennia and could still be held by 
millions of civilized people in his day and ours. 

Tylor’s theory (for which he owed a debt to Comte) of 
anj misgF Tre-coined the word — is very similar to lhat of 
, Spencer, though, as the word anima implies, he stresses the 
\l idea of soul rather th an of ghost. Some ambiguity attaches to 
the tern ‘animism’ in anthropological writings, it being 
sometimes employed in the sense of the belief, ascribed to 

1 Op. cit. i. 440. 


primitive peoples, that not only creatures but also inanimate 
objects have life and personality, and sometimes with the 
further sense that in addition they have souls. Tylor’s t heor y 
covers both senses, but we are particularly interested here in 
the second sense of the term. With regard to that, the theory 
consists of two main theses, the first accounting for its origin, 
and the second for its development. Primitive man’s reflec- 
tions on such experiences as death, disease, trances, visions, 
and above all dreams, led him to the conclusion that they ’/ 
are to be accounted for by the presence or absence of some 
immaterial entity, the soul. Both the ghost theory and the 
soul theory might be regarded as two versions of a dream 
theory of the origin of religion. Primitive man then trans- 
ferred this idea of soul to other creatures in some ways like 
himself, and even to inanimate objects which aroused his 
interest. The soul, being detachable from whatever it lodged 
in, could be thought of as independent of its material home, 
"whence arose the idea of spiritual beings, whose supposed 
existence constituted Tylor’s minimum definition of religion; 
and these finally developed into gods, beings vastly superior 
to man and in control of his destiny. . 

The objections already made to Spencer’s theory hold also 
for Tylor’s. In the absence of any possible means of knowing 
how the idea of soul and spirit originated and how they might 
have developed, a logical construction of the scholar’s mind 
is posited on primitive man (and" put forward as the explana- 
tion of his beliefs. The theory has the quality of a just-so 
story like Trow the leopard got his spots’. The ideas of soul 
and spirit could have arisen in the way Tylor supposed, but 
there is no evidence that they did. At best it might be shown 
that primitives cite dream s _as evidence for the existence of 
souls and souls for the existence of spirits, but even if that 
could be done, it would not prove that dreams gave birth to 
the one idea or souls to the other. S wanton rightly protests 
against such causal explanations, asking why, when a man 
dies and someone dreams of him afterwards, it is an ‘obvious 
inference’ (Tylor) that he has a phantom life divisible from 
the body. Obvious to whom? The same author also points 
out that there is no identity of attitude either towards the 
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dead or to dreams among primitive peoples, and that the 
I differences need to be accounted for if ‘obvious inference’ is to 

be accepted as a valid causal conclusion . 1 

That the i dea of soul led to that of spirit i s a very dubious 
supposition. Both ideaF are present among what were called 
the lowest savages, who in evolutionary perspective were held 
to be the nearest one could get to prehistoric man; and the 
two conceptions are not only different but opposed, spirit 
being regarded as incorporeal, extraneous toman, and in- 
vasive. Indeed, Tylor, through failure to recognize a funda- 
mental distinction between the two conceptions, made a 
serious blunder in his representation of early Hebraic thought, 
as Dr. Snaith has pointed out . 2 Also, it remains to be proved 
that the most primitive peoples think that creatures and 
material objects have souls like their own. If any peoples can 
be said to be dominantly animistic, in Tylor’s sense of the 
word, they belong to much more advanced cultures, a fact 
1 which, though it would have no historical significance for me, 

'll; would be highly damaging to the evolutionary argument; 

as is also the fact that the conception ofagod isTou-ndamong 
all the so-called lowest hunters and collectors. Finally, we 
may ask again how it is that, if religion is the product of so 
elementary an illusion, it has displayed so great a continuity 
and persistence. 

Tylor wished to show that primitive religion was rational, 
that _it_arose from observations, however Inadequate, and 
from logical deductions from them, howeyer faulty; that it 
constituted a- crude natural philosophy. , In his treatment of 
m Ag.ic t which he distinguished from religion rather for con- 
'd venience of exposition than on grounds of aetiology or 
validity, he likewise stressed the rational element in what he 
called ‘this farrago of nonsense’. It also is based on genuine 

observation, and rests further on classification of similarities, 

the first essential process in human knowledge. Where the - 
magician goes wrong is in inferring that because things are 
alike they have a mystical link between them, thus mistaking 

J. R. S wanton, Three Factors in Primitive Religion’, American Anthropolo- 
gist, n.s. xxvi (1924), 358-65. 

2 N. H. Snaith, The Distinctive Ideas of the Old Testament, 1944, p. 148. 
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an ideal connexion for a real one, a subjective one for an- 
objective one. And if we ask how peoples who exploit nature 
and organize their social life so well make such mistakes, the 
answer is that they have very good reasons for not perceiving 
the futility of their magic. Nature, or trickery on the part of the 
magician, often brings about what the magic is supposed to 
achieve; and if it fails to achieve its purpose, that is rationally 
explained by neglect of some prescription, or by the fact 
that some prohibition has been ignored or some hostile force 
has impeded it. Also, there is plasticity about judgements of 
success and failure, and people everywhere find it hard to 
appreciate evidence, especially when the weight of authority 
induces acceptance of what confirms, and rejection of what 
contradicts, a belief. Here Tylor’s observations are borne out 
by ethnological evidence. 

I have touched briefly on Tylor’s discussions of magic 
partly as a furth er illustration of intellectualist interpretation 
and partly because it leads me straight to an estimation of 
_St ir Tames gr azer’s contribution to our subject. Fraz er is , I 
suppose, the besGknown name in anthropology, and we owe 
much to him and to Spencer and Tylor. The whole of The 
Golden Bough, a work of immense industry and erudition, is de- 
voted to pri mitive sup erstitions. But it cannot be said that he 
added much of value to Tylor’s theory of religion ; rather that ^ 

he introduced some confusion into it in the form of two new " j- 
suppositions, the one pseudo-historical and the other psycho- 
logical. According to him, mankind everywhere, and sooner 
or later, passes through three stages of i nt ellectual develop- , 
ment, from magic to religion, and from religion to science, v 
a scheme he may have taken over from Comte’s phases, the 
theological, the metaphysical, and the positive, though the 
correspondence is far from an exact one. Other writers of 
the period, for example, King, Jevons, and Lubbock, and, as 
we shall see, in a certain way of viewing the matter, Marett, 
Preuss, and the writers of the Annie Sociologique school as well, 
also believed that magic preceded religion. Eventually, says 
Frazer, the shrewder intelligences probably discovered that 
magic did not really achieve its ends, but, still being unable 
to overcome their difficulties by empirical means and to face 
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/ their crises through a refined philosophy, they fell into anothe r 
I illusion, that there were spiritual beings who could aid them. 
In course of time the shrewder intelligences saw that spirits 
j were equally bogus, an enlightenment which heralded the 

Si dawn of experimental science. The arguments in support of 

jj this thesis were, to say the least, trivial, and it was ethnologi- 

cally most vulnerable. In particular, the conclusions based 
on Australian data were wide of the mark, and, since the 
Australians were introduced into the argument to show that 
t the simpler the culture, the more the magic and the less the 

religion, it is pertinent to note that hunting and collecting 
peoples, including many Australian tribes, have animistic 
and theistic beliefs and cults. It is also evident that the 
j variety, and therefore volume, of magic fin their cultures is 

1 ' likely to be less, as indeed it is, than in cultures technologically 

i f more advanced: there cannot, for instance, be agricultural 

magic or magic of iron-working in the absence of cultivated 
plants and of metals. No one accepts Frazer’s theory of stages 
jj ; today. 

f' 1 ! ! The psychological part of his thesis was to oppose magic 

. and science to religion, the first two postulating a world 

subject to invariable natural laws, an idea he shared with 
Jevons , 1 and the last a world in which events depend on the 
caprice of spirits. Consequently, while the magician and 
the scientist, strange Jaedfellows, perform their operations 
with quiet confidence, \the priest performs his in fear and 
trembling. So psychologically science and magic are alike ._ 
though onehappdus Lu be firlse^ancT the other true^ This 
analogy -between science, and magic holds only in so far as 
both are techniques, and few anthropologists have regarded it 
-as other than superficial. Frazer here made the same mistake 
j in method as Levy-Bruhl was to make, in comparing modern 

science with primitive magic instead of comparing empirical 
and magical techniques in the same cultural conditions. 

However, not all that Frazer wrote about magic and reli- 
' j. gion was chaff. There was some grain. For example, he was 

able in his painstaking way to demonstrate what Condorcet 
jj. and others had merely asserted, how frequendy among the 

jj 1 F. B. Jevons, ‘Report on Greek Mythology’, Folk-Lore, ii. 2 (i8gi), 220 ff. 
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simpler peoples of the w.orld rulers are magiciansand priests. 
Then, although he added little to Tylor’s explanation of 
magic as misapplication of association of ideas, he provided 
some useful classificatory terms,, showing that these associa- 
tions are of two types, those of similarity and those of contact, 
homoeopathic or imitative magic and contagious magic. He 
did not, however, go further than to show that in magical 
beliefs and rites we can discern certain elementary sensations. 
Neither Tylor nor Frazer explained why people in their magic. 


mistake, as They supposed, ideal connexions tor real ones 
when they du not do So hi Llleir ot her activities . Moreover, it is 
~noT Correet Qiar ti l SyTlo sorTheerror here was in not recog- 
nizing that the association s are social a nd not psychological 1 

stereotype^^n^t^^’ocoirmeraKrir^^^^^^E'^’ 

nTspecificTitual situations j winch are also of l imited duratio n, 
as I have argued elsewhere . 1 

About alpthese broadly speaking in tellectualist theories we 
must say that, if they cannot be refuted, they also cannot be 
sustained, and for the simple reason that there is no evidence 
about how religious beliefs originated. The evolutionary 
stages . their sponsors attempted to construct, as a means 
of supplying the' missing evidence, may have had logical 
consistency, but they had no histo rical value. However, if 
we must discard the evolutionist (or rather progressipnist) 
assumptions and judgements, or give them the status of 
rather vague hypotheses, we may still retain much of what 
was claimed about the essential rationality of primitive 
peoples.' They may not have reached their beliefs in the 
manner these writers supposed, but even if they did not, the 
-element of rationality is still always there, in spite of observa- 
- — tions being inadequate, inferences faulty, and conclusions 
wrong. The beliefLare. alwa ys^ coherent, and up to a point 
they can be critical and sceptical,' and even experimental, 
within the system of their beliefs and in its idiom; and their 
thought is therefore intelligible to anyone who cares to learn 
their language and study their way of life. 

The animistic theory in various forms remained for many 

' ‘The Intellectualist (English) Interpretation of Magic’, Bulletin of the 
Faculty of Arts, Egyptian University (Cairo) , i, pt. 2 (1933), 282-311. 
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years unchallenged, and it left its mark on all the anthropo- 
logical literature of the day, as, to give a single example, 
in Dorman’s comprehensive account of the religion of the 
American Indians, where every belief — totemism, sorcery, 
fetishism — is explained in animistic terms. But voices began 
to be raised in protest, both with regard to the origin of 
religion and to the order of its development. 

Before we consider what they had to say, it should be 
remarked that the critics had two advantages their prede- 
cessors lacked. Associationist psychology, which was more or 
less a mechanistic theory of sensation, was giving way to ex- 
perimental psychology, under the influence of which anthro- 
pologists were able, though in a rather common-sense way 
and in their everyday meanings, to make use of its terms, 
and we then hear less of the cognitive and more of the affec- 
tive and conative functions, the orective elements, of the 
mind ; of instincts, emotions, sentiments, and later, under the 
influence of psycho-analysis, of complexes, inhibitions, pro- 
jection, &c.; and Gestalt psychology and the psychology of 
crowds were also to leave their mark. But what was more 
-important was the great ad vanc e in ethnography in the last 
decades of the nineteenth century and early in the present 
century. This provided the later writers with an abundance 
of information and of better quality : such researches as those 
of Fison, Howitt, and Spencer and Gillen for the Australian 
aboriginals ; Tregear for the Maoris ; Codrington, Haddon, and 
Seligman for the Melanesians; Nieuwenhuis, Kruijt, Wilken, 
Snuck Hurgronje, and Skeat and Blagden for the peoples Oi 
Indonesia; Man for the Andaman Islanders; Im Thurn and 
von den Steinen for the Amerindians; Boas for the Eskimoes; 
and in Africa Macdonald, Kidd, Mary Kingsley, Junod, 
Ellis, Dennet, and others. _ — .. 

It will have been noted that in one respect F razer d iffered 
radically from Tylor, in hi s claim tha t religion-was preceded 
by a magical phase. Other writers took the same view. An 
American, John H. King, published in 1892 two volumes 
entitled The Supernatural: its Origin, Mature, and Evolution. 
They made little impression in the climate of animism then 
prevailing, and had fallen into oblivion till resuscitated by 
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Wilhelm Schmidt. As intellectualist and evolutionist as 
others of the time, he was of the opinion that the ideas of 
ghost and spirit are too sophisticated for rude men, a view 
which follows logically from the basic assumption of the 
evolutionary thought of the time, that everything develops 
from something simpler and cruder. There must, he thought, 
be an earlier stage than animism, a rnana stage in which the j 
idea of luck, of the canny and uncanny, was the sole con- 
stituent of what he called the supernal. This arose from faulty 
deductions from observations of physical states and organic 
processes, leading primitive man to suppose that the virtue, 
the mana, was in objects and events themselves as an in- 
trinsic property of them. Hence arose the doctrine of spells 
and charms, and the stage of magic came into being. Then, 
through errors of judgement and faulty reasoning about 
dreams and acquired neurotic states, arose the idea of ghosts, 
and finally, by a succession of steps, that of spirits and gods, 
the various stages depending upon a general development of 
social institutions. So religion was for King also an illusion. 
Furthermore, it was a disaster which stayed intellectual and 
moral progress; and primitive peoples who believe such 
fables are like small children, ontogenic development here 
corresponding to phylogenic (what psychologists used to call 
the doctrine of recapitulation) . 

That there must have been an earlier and cruder stage of 
religion than the animistic one was asserted by other writers 
besides Frazer and King, Preuss in Germany and Marett in 
this country being two of the best known of them, and they 
presented a challenge to Tylor’s theory which had for so 
many years held the field; but in some cases the challenge 
was concerned only with the question of time and order of 
development, and the critics in this matter failed to prove 
that there has ever been such a stage of thought as they pos- 
tulated. The most radical and damaging attack came from— 
two of Tylor’s pupils, Andrew Lang and R. R. Marett. 

Like his contemporaries, Andrew Langwas an evolutionary 
theorist ^ but hejefused t O!5x^h U.L ffi aPlgj d a- cuuld have de - 
veloped out of ghosts or spirits. HewrotiTwilh' ffrmrtTjjood 
sense — though with some nonsense also — but, partly because 
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the animistic origin of religion was so generally taken as evi- 
dent, what he said about primitive religion was ignored till he 
was later vindicated by Wilhelm Schmidt. It was also because 
he was a romantic man of letters who wrote on such subjects as 
Prince Charles Edward and Mary Stuart, and so could be 
dismissed as a litterateur and dilettante. H e was an animist 
j n that h e_agreed with Tylor that beliefin souls, and' sub- 
sequently in spirits, might well have arisen from psychical 
phenomena (dreams^ &c .), bu t he was not prepared to 
acc'ept thatTthe idea of God arose as a late development from 
tKe^iofiohs of souls ; ghosts, and spirits. He pointed out that 
the conception of a creative, moral, fatherly, omnipotent, and 
omniscient God is found among the most primitive peoples of 
the globe, and is probably to be accounted for by what used 
to be known as the argument from design, a rational con- 
clusion by primitive man that the world around him must 
have been made by some superior being. However this might 
be, on the evolutionists’ own criteria, the idea of God, being 
found among the culturally simplest peoples, could not be a 
late development from the ideas of ghost and soul or indeed 
anything else. Moreover, says Lang, the supreme being of 
these peoples is, at any rate in many cases, not thought of as 
spirit at all, at least in our sense of divine spirit — ‘God is a 
spirit, and they who worship him must worship him in spirit 
and in truth’ — but rather as what we might speak of as some 
sort of person. Therefore he concludes that the conception 
of God ‘need not be evolved out of reflections on dreams and 
“ghosts” ’.* The soul-ghost and God have totally different 
sources, and monotheism may e ven have preceded animism, 
though the point of priority can never be historically settled; 
but in spite of this sensible assessment, Lang clearly thought 
that mon otheism was p rior, and was corrupfe~d afld degraded 
'b yTater animistic ideas. T’he two streams of religious thought 
finally came together, the one through Hebrew and the other 
through Hellenistic spuxt^fri Christianity. 

Very different wa^Marett^)line of argument. He not only 
advocatecLa pre- ^irrm7ir;y iage but chaflengedlm~metho do- 
J logical grounds the whole line of reasoning behind ~tRe 

1 Lang, The Making of Religion, p. 2. 
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explanation of reli gion that had been put forwa rd. Primitive 
j^tan^ffe^lamled, was not at all like the philosopher manque he 
had been made out to be. With early man it is not ideas which 
give rise to action, but action which gives rise to ideas : ‘savage 
religion is something not so much thought out as danced 
out. 5l Tt is the moto r side to primitive religion which is signifi - 
cant, not its reflective side, and the action derives fromaf - 
lectlve states. MareTt dfew^the cbffilusion that therefore in 

religion cannot be dirie£ ~" 

■entiated from magic, as it can be a f a later stage when 
magic is condemhed ~5y*bfganized religion and acquires a 
'dyslogistic seffiSTT3e~thought it better^ when^peaklng of 
primitive peoples, to use the expression ‘magico-religious’, 
a usage, and in my opinion an unfortunate one, adopted by 
a number of anthropologists, among them Rivers and Selig- 
man. However, Marett himself preferred to speak of both 
as mana , a Melanesian word anthropologists had adopted 
into their conceptual vocabulary with, I believe, disastrous ! 
results, for, though we cannot discuss so complicated a 
matter now, it seems clear that mana did not mean to those 
to whose languages the word belonged, the impersonal force 
— an almost metaphysical conception — which Marett and 
others, for example, King, Preuss, Durkheim, and Hubert 
and Mauss, following the information they then had, thought 
it did. According to Maret t, primitive peoples have a feeling 
that there is an occult power in certain persons and things, 
and it is the presence or absence of this feeling which cuts 
off the sacred from the profane, the wonderworld from the 
workaday world, it being the function of taboos to separate 
the one world from the other; and this feeling is the emotion 
- of awe, a compound of fear, wonder, admiration, interest, 
respect, perhaps even love. Whatever evokes this emotion— 
and is treated as a mystery, is religion. Why some things 
should evoke this response and not others, and why among 
some peoples and not among others, Marett does not tell us : 
indeed, his illustrative examples are sparse, and thrown into 
the argument quite haphazardly. 

Though he says that magic cannot at this stage be differ- 

1 R. R. Marett, The Threshold of Religion, 2nd edit. (1914), p. xxxi. 
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entiated from religion, he nevertheless offers [a different 
explanation of magic, though of the same emotionalist order. 

■ Magic arises out of emotional tension. A man is overcome by 
hate or love or some other emotion, and, since there is nothing 
practical he can do about it, he resorts to make-believe to 
relieve the tension, as a man might throw into the fire the 
portrait of his faithless mistress. This is wJ|ht Marett calls 
rudimentary magic (Vierkandt reasons in the same way). 
When such situations are sufficiendy recurrent, the response 
becomes stabilized as what he calls developed magic, a 
socially recognized mode of customary behaviour. Then the 
magician is well aware of the difference between symbol and 
realization. He knows that he is not doing the real thing, that 
pointing a spear at an enemy at a distance while reciting 
incantations against him is not the same as throwing a spear 
at him at close range. He does not, as Tylor made out, mis- 
take an ideal connexion -for^a real one; and hence also there 
is no true analogy, as Frazer held, between magic and sdenCe? 
l or the" savage . is well awareofthe diffe rence betw een mapjcal 
and mec£inIc|l^ausation, between symbohc and empirical 
action. So magic fs’TMBs titut e. actiyj .ty in sit uations in which 
"practical means to attain an end are laclmg)aiid its function 
is eith er cathartic or stimulating , “gmngmen^ courage, relief, 
hope, ten acity. In his article on magic in~Hasting’s Encyclo- 
paedia of Religion and Ethics Marett gives a somewhat different, 
though also a cathartic, explanation of certain forms of 
magical expression . 1 Recurrent situations in the social life 
generate states of emotional intensity which, if they cannot 
find a vent in activity directed to a practical end, such as 
hunting, fighting, and love-making, have to be exhausted in 
secondary, or substitute, activity, such as dances which play 
at hunting, fighting, and love-making; but here the function 
of the substitute activity is to serve as an outlet for super- 
fluous energy. Then these substitute activities change from 
being surrogates to become auxiliaries to empirical action, 
retaining their mimetic form, though in reality they are 
repercussions rather than imitations. 

As compared with his contribution towards an under- 
1 Marett, Hasting’s Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, 1915, vol. viii. 
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standing of magic, Marett had little of positive significance 
to say about primitive religion. There was, indeed, much talk 
about the ‘sacred’, in which, I suspect, he owed a good deal 
to Durkheim, but it amounted to little more than juggling 
with words. Maybe he found himself, as a Fellow of an Oxford 
college at that time, in an equivocal position; and, being 
a philosopher, he was able to (appear to) get out of it by 
distinguishing between the task of social anthropology to 
determine the origin of religion — a mixture of history and 
causation — and the task of theology, which was concerned 
with its validity ; 1 a position we all to some extent take up. 


^ Ma retTwas a Bnlliahtwriter, but this genial and ebullient 
classical philosopher, who by a single short paper established 
himself as the leader of the pre-animistic school, di d not set 
forth the weight of evidence required to support his theories, 
and neither his influence nor his reputation lasted long. Nor 
was it enough, though what he said was amusing and there 
is an element of truth in it, to say (in conversation) that to 
understand primitive mentality there was no need to go and 
live among savages, the experience of an Oxford Common 
Room being sufficient. 

I speak very briefly of the writings, which were prolific, of 
another classical scholar, a school headmaster, Ernest Craw- 
ley v whose books were appearing at much the same time as 
Marett’s. He exercised much good sense in knocking down 
some erroneous theories still current at the time, such as those 
of group marriage, primitive communism, and marriage by 
capture, but his positive contributions were less valuable. In 
discussing religion in The Idea of the Soul he followed Tylor in 
supposing that the conception of spirit arose from that of. 
soul and in a later stage of culture became that of God, but 
he disagreed with him about the genesis of the idea of soul. 

1 Marett, ‘Origin and Validity in Religion’ (first pub. in 1916) and ‘Magic 
or Religion?’ (first pub. in 1919), Psychology and Folk-Lore (1920). Cf. also 
article cited in next note. 

a ‘Religion (Primitive Religion)’, Ency. Brit., nth edit., xix. 105. 



His conclusion is that (The e nd and result nf primitrirp reli- 
gion is, in a word, the cOHSecration ofhfe, the stimulati on of 
tiieti\ulT^ ~ 
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Tylor’s view on this question, so Crawley said, took us no 
further than Hobbes or Aristotle, and it is psychologically 
impossible for the idea of soul to have originated from dreams, 
&c. Rather, it arose from sensation. Primitive man could 
visualize any person he knew when that person was absent, 
and from this duality arose the ideas of soul and ghost; and 
it follows that everything of which a mental image can be 
formed can have a soul, though the souls of inanimate ob- 
jects are not thought, any more than the objects themselves, 
to be animated, as Tylor believed. So ‘Spiritual existence is 
mental existence; the world of spirits is the mental world’. 1 
As for God or gods, they are no more than aggregates of 
ghosts or ghosts of prominent individuals, which is what 
Spencer had said. Religion is thus an illusion. 

If this were all Crawley wrote about religion, he could have 
been placed in the intellectualist class, and what general 
comments have been made about that class would apply to 
him also. But in other of his writings, including his earlier 
and best-known work The Mystic Rose , which I, like some of 
his contemporaries, find rather unintelligible, he appears to 
have a more general theory of religion. Primitive man’s 
whole mental habit is religious or superstitious, and magic 
is therefore not to be distinguished from religion. In his 
ignorance he lives in a world of mystery in which he does not 
distinguish between subjective and objective reality; and' the 
drive behind all his thought is fear, especially of the danger 
in social relations, and particularly those between men and 
women. This feeling is partly instinctive and partly due to a 
more or less subconscious idea that properties and qualities, 
being infectious, can be transmitted through contact. There- 
fore men feel themselves to be particularly vulnerable when 
engaged in physiological actions such as eating and sexual 
congress, and that is why these actions are hedged round 
with taboos. He concludes that ‘All living religious concep- 
tions spring from more or less constant functional origins, 
physiological and psychological’. 2 He even speaks of ‘physio- 
logical thought’, 3 the process of functions producing, by a more 

1 A. E. Crawley, The Idea of the Soul, 1909, p. 78. 

* Crawley, The Mystic Rose, 1927 edit., i. 86. 


3 Ibid. 215. 
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or less organic reflex, ideas concerning them. In this theory 
primitive religion amounts practically to taboo, the product 
of fear; the spirits in which primitive peoples believe being 
no more than conceptualizations of danger and fear. I find 
it difficult to reconcile this position with the statement in 
The Idea of the Soul that the souLis-Lthgbasis of all religion’ 1 
but, as I have said, I do not find l^rawlev p. very lucid writer. 
His n-pnprsl tVipmp Knwpwr is the same in all his book s: 
’reHlrionTs ffitimatelv only a product of pr imitive man' s fear, 
diffidence^ lack of in itiative, and of his ignorahce'an cTine x- 
perience; and it is not a thing in itselfi a department of 
sooaTlife, but rather a tone or spirit which permeates every , 
part of it and is chiefly concerned with the fundamental I 
processes of organic life and climacteric events. The jvitaLin- / 
s tjnct. the will to five, is identical with religious teeling. Reli- 
gion makes sacred what promotes lile, health, and^strength. 
When we ask what the religious emotion is, we are told that 
it is nothing specific, ‘but that tone or quality of any feeling 
which results in making something sacred’. 2 It follows from 
Crawley’s argument, as he himself says, that the greater 
the dangers, the more the religion, and therefore the more 
primitive stages of culture are more religious than the later 
ones, and women are more religious than men; and also, 
that God is a product of psycho-biological processes. 

Before commenting on Marett’s and Crawley’s explana- 
tions of religion and magic, let us consider a few further 
si mi lar examples. 

I suppose a few words should be said here about Wilhelm 
Wundt, an influential figure of the time, though now seldom 
referred to. An eclectic writer, he is not easy to place. His 
Volkerpsychologie approach undoubtedly influenced Durk- 
heim, but in the main it can be said that his explanations 
were psychological, as well as being highly evolutionary, and 
also speculative and somewhat tedious. Ideas which refer to— 
what is not directly amenable to perception, mythological 
thinking as he calls it, originate in emotional processes' - 
(chiefly fear — Scheu ), ‘which are projected outward into the 

1 Crawley, The Idea of the Soul, 1909, p. 1. 

2 Id., The Tree of Life, 1905, p. 209. 
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i environment’. 1 First comes belief in magic and demons, and 

it is not till the next evolutionary stage, the Totemic Age, 
that we have the beginnings of religion proper in the wor- 
j ship of animals. Then, as totemism fades, the totem-ancestor 

of the clan is replaced by. the human ancestor as the object of 
worship. Ancestor worship then issues in hero cult, and then 
in the cult of the gods— the Age of Heroes and Gods. The 
final stage is the Humanistic Age with its religious univer- 
salism. Perhaps all this should be labelled philosophy of 
history rather than as anthropology. Certainly it reads very 
oddly to the anthropologist of today. 

We have now reached the era of field-working anthropo- 
logists, who had studied native peoples at first hand, and 
not in accounts written by other, and untrained, observers. 
R. H. Lowie, whose study of the Crow Indians was an im- 
portant contribution to anthropology, tells us that primitive 
religion is characterized by ‘a sense of the Extraordinary, 
Mysterious, or Supernatural’ 2 (note the capital letters), and 
the religious response is that of ‘amazement and awe; and 
its source is in the Supernatural, Extraordinary, Weird, 
Sacred, Holy, Divine’ 3 (again, note the capital letters). Like 
-Crawley, he held that there is no specifically religious be- 
haviour, only religious feelings, so the belief of the Crow 
Indians in the existence of ghosts of the dead is not religious 
belief, because the subject is of no emotional interest to them; 
and so the militant atheist and the priest can both be reli- 
gious persons, if they experience the same feelings, and 
Christian dogma and the theory of biological evolution may 
both be religious doctrines. Positivism, egalitarianism, ab- 
solutism, and the cult of reason] are all likewise indistin- 
guishable from religion; and one’s country’s flag is a typical 
religious symbol. When magic is associated with emotion, it 
also is religion. Otherwise it is psychologically equivalent to 
our science, as Frazer said. 

Paul Radin, another American, whose study of the Win- 
nebago Indians was also noteworthy, took up much the same 

1 W. Wundt, Elements of Folk Psychology, 1916, p. 74. 

2 R. H. Lowie, Primitive Religion, 1925, p. xvi. 

3 Ibid., p. 322. 
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position. There is no specific religious behaviour, only a re- 
ligious feeling, a more than normal sensitiveness to certain 
beliefs and customs, ‘which manifests itself in a thrill, a 


feeling of exhilaration, exaltation and awe and in a complete 
absorption in internal sensations’. 1 Almost any belief can 
become associated with this religious feeling, though it is 
particularly associated with values of success, happiness, 
and long life (one catches the echo of William James’s 
‘religion of healthy-mindedness’) ; and the religious thrill is 
particularly evident in the crises of life, such as puberty and 
death. When what is generally regarded as magic arouses 
the religious emotion, it is religion. Otherwise it is folklore. 

To cite a final American anthropologist, and a brilliant 
one, Goldenweiser : he also says that the two realms of the 
supernatural, magic and religion, are both characterized by 


the ‘religious thrill’. 2 ., — 

As a field worker, / Malinowski / has put anthropologists 
for all time in his debt, 'But in his explicit ly theoretic al 
writings he displayed little, originality or ^ distinction of 
tFoughtrDifFeren tiating, as others did, between lh a- saC£e fi>C 
and the profane, ~Ke claimed th at what distinguished the 
sacred was that its acts were earned o ut with reverence and 
"awe. Where magi Fdi^^^dmr'ehgion is that religious rit es 
liave ho'ukenof p^ the objective being attained in the 
ri terThemreel veS. as in natal, puBeffv7~and mor tuary cere- j 
monies , wher e as - m nra gic" the end is~ind ge fDieh'eY £d-.tp be 
attained 5y~EKe~ ntes, but 'n ot in t hem, as in ritu alJb r cul ti - 
vating M fishi ng. Rsv cho'logicallv) however, they are alike, __ 
for the lunct ion of both is fathartiq . Faced wtlTfifeTcnses, 
and' esp'ecially~tl m ~ of - dea tfrflnenin their fear and anxiety 
release their tensions and overcome their despair by the 


perfprmance of religious rites. Malinowski’s discussion of 
magic in his later writings 3 follows so closely part of Marett’s 


1 P. Radin, Social Anthropology, 1932, p. 244. 

2 Goldenweiser, Early Civilization, 1921, p. 346. 

3 Malinowski, ‘Magic, Science and Religion’, Science, Religion and Reality, 1925. 
In an earlier essay, ‘The Economic Aspect of the Intichiuma Ceremonies’, 
Festskrift Tillegnad Edvard Westermarck, 1912, he was more interested in the part 
played by magic, the magical element in totemism in particular, in economic 
evolution. 
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thesis that little need be said about it. Like religion, it arises 
and (^unctioiis in situations of emotional stress. Men have 
inadequate knowledge to overcome ~by 'empirical means 
difficulties in their pursuits, so they use magic as a sub stitute 
activity^, and this releases the tension set up between~impo- 
fence and desire which threatens the success of their enter- 
prises. Hence the mimetic, form of th e rites, the enactment 
of acts suggested jpy the desired ends. ScTmagic prod uces the 
same" subjective result "as' "empirical action~\\77uld' ftSvc donej 
~ 3 TTti connaenee is restorea^ and wtiatever pursuit It jxiay be 

is followed, witlioutcritical comment, Tiy. others, Driberg 1 
and Firth, 2 for example; in fact emotionalist explanations of 
the kind were common among writers on the subject at this 
period. Even as well-balanced a student of primitive life as 
R. Thurnwald would account for primitive peoples’ mistaking 
an ideal connexion for a real one — the Tylor-Frazer formula 
— by saying that their magical actions are so charged with 
emotion, their desires being so strong, that they inhibit the 
more practical modes of thought that dominate other depart- 
ments of their lives. 3 Perhaps the best statement of this point 
of view — that magic is a product of emotional states, of desire, 
fear, hate, and so forth, and that its function is to relieve men 
of anxiety and give them hope and confidence — was that by 
a psychologist, Carveth Read, in a book which seems to 
have almost completely escaped the attention of anthropolo- 
gists, The Origin of Man and of his Superstitions f in which he 
discusses magic and animism under the heading of ‘imagina- 
tion-beliefs’ as contrasted with ‘perception-beliefs’, those of 
common sense and science, which are derived from and 
controlled by sensory perception. 

It is necessary to say something, albeit little, about Freud’s 
contribution. A convenient bridge into his thought is provided 
by, among others, Van Der Leeuw. Primitive peoples, he 
says, do not perceive the contradictions which underlie much 


1 J. H. Driberg, At Home with the Savage , n.d. (1932), pp. 188 ff. 

2 R. Firth, ‘Magic. Primitive’, Ency. Brit., 1955 edit., p. xiv. 

3 R. Thurnwald, ‘Zauber, Allgemein’, Reallexikon der Vorgeschichte, 1929. 
- 3 > C. Read, The Origin of Man and of his Superstitions, 1920, passim. 
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of their thought because ‘an imperious affective need pre- 
vents them from seeing the truth’. 1 They only see what they 
want to see, and this is especially the case with magic. When 
confronted with an impasse, man has the choice between 
overcoming it by his own ingenuity, and withdrawing into 
himself and overcoming it in fantasy : he can turn outwards 
or inwards, and inwards is the method of magic, or, to use 
the psychological term, autisme. Magicians believe that by 
words, spells, they can alter the world, and so they belong to 
that noble category of people who place an over-emphasis 
on thought: children, women, poets, artists, lovers, mystics, 
criminals, dreamers, and madmen. All attempt to deal with 
reality by the same psychological mechanism. , , c . . 

This over-emphasis on thought, the conviction that the ' 
hard wall of reality can be broken through in the mind, or 
indeed is not there at all, was what Freud claimed to have 
found in his neurotic patients, and called omnipotence of 
thought ( Allmacht der Gedankeri) . The magic rites and spells of 
primitive man correspond psychologically jto_ the obsessional 
actions and protective formulas of neurotics; so the neurotic 
is like the savage in that he ‘believes he can change the outer 
world by a mere thought of his’. 2 Here again we have put 
before us a parallelism b etween on togenic and phylogenic 
development: the in dividual pass es through three libidinous 
phases, narcissism, object finding, which is characterized by 
dependence on'the parents, and the s tate of maturity in whic h 
Thre~individuaTaccepfs realit y'- and ada pts himself to it; and 
these jphasei~horrespond~psychologically to the three stages 
m the mtehcetaarl- development of Tnan, 'The animistic (by_ 
which Freud seems to have meanjt_ what . olhers_ would have 

scientific. In the 
the child, unable 
to satisfy its desires through motor activity, compensates 
by overcoming its difficulties in imagination, substituting 
thought for action; he is then under analogous psychic con- 
ditions to the magician; and the neurotic is like the magician 

J G. Van Der Leeuw, ‘Le Structure de la mentality primitive’, La Revue 
d’Histoire et de Philosophic Religieuse, 1928, p. 14. 

2 S. Freud, Totem and Taboo, n.d., p. 145. 


called t fiF'm agical) , the religious, and the 
narcissistic phase, corresponding to magic, 
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too, in that they both over-estimate the power of thought. 
In other words, it is tension, an acute sense of frustration, 
„ which generates magical ritual, the function of which is to 
relieve the tension. So magic is wish-fulfilment by which man 
experiences gratification through motor hallucination. 

Religion is equally an illusion. It arose and is mai ntained 
by leelmgs of gufitTTreud "tells us ajust-soltbry which only a 
genius could have ventured to compose, for no evidence was, 
or could be, adduced in support of it, though, I suppose, it 
could be claimed to be psychologically, or virtually, true in 
the sense that a myth may be said to be true in spite of being 
literally and historically unacceptable. Once upon a time — 
the tale deserves a fairy-story opening — when men were more 
or less ape-like creatures, the dominant father-male of the 
horde kept all the females for himself . 1 His sons rose against 
his tyranny and monopoly, desiring to pleasure the females 
themselves, and they killed and ate him in a cannibalistic 
feast, an idea Freud gleaned from Robertson Smith. Then 
the sons had feelings of remorse, and instituted taboos on 
eating their totem, identified with the father, though they 
did so ceremonially from time to time, thus commemorating 
and renewing the guilt; and they established the further 
interdiction on incest which is the origin of culture, for cul- 
ture derives from this renunciation. Freud’s theory of religion 
is contained in this allegorical story, for the devoured father 
is also God. It may be regarded as an aetiological myth, 
providing a background to the drama enacted in those 
Viennese families of whose troubles Freud made clinical 
analyses which he believed to hold good in essentials for all 
families everywhere, since they arose out of the very nature 
of family structure. I need not elaborate. We all know the 
main features of his thesis, that, to put it crudely, children 
both love and hate their parents, the son, deep in his un- 
conscious, wanting to kill the father and possess the mother 
(the Oedipus complex), and the daughter, deep in hers, 

1 An idea Freud got from J. J. Atkinson. Atkinson was first cousin to Andrew 

Lang, who published his essay ‘Primal Law’ as a supplement to his own 
Social Origins, 1903. Nothing corresponding to this Cyclopean family has been 
discovered. 


wanting to kill the mother and be possessed by the father (the 
Electra complex). On the surface affection and respect win, 
and the confidence felt in, and the dependence felt on, the 
father become projected and idealized and sublimated in 
the father-image of God. Religion is therefore an illusion, 
and Freud called his book on the subject The Future of an 
Illusion -, 1 but it is only an illusion objectively. Subjectively, it 
is not so, for it is not the product of hallucination — the 
father is real. 

There is no limit to interpretations on these lines. I have 
taken a specimen from Frederick Schleiter’s excellent book 
on primitive religion, and they are his ironical words on 
Tanzi’s A Text-book of Mental Diseases which I quote: 

In mellifluous cadence, balanced metaphor, and with brilliant 
rhetorical artifice, he sets forth the parallelism, — deep, fundamen- 
tal and abiding, — between primitive religion and paranoia. . . . 
However, those who, either through temperamental predis- 
position) or more rationalistic argumentation, are disposed to 
find some measure of justification and dignity in the religion of 
primitive man, will perhaps derive some measure of consolation 
in the fact that Tanzi rejects the parallelism between the mental 
processes of primitive man and those of dementia praecox . 2 

Magic and r eligion are thus both reduced to psy chological 
...states: tensions, frustrations, and emotions and sentiments 
and complexes and delusions of one sort or another. 

I have given some examples of emotionalist interpretations 
of religion. What now are we to make of it all? In my opinion 
these theories are for the most part guesswork of the, once 
again, ‘if I were a horse’ type, with this difference, that 
instead of ‘if I were a horse I would do what horses do for 
one or other reason’ it is now ‘I would do what horses do on 
account of one or other feeling that horses may be supposed 
to have’. If we were to perform rites such as primitives do, 
we suppose that we would be in a state of emotional turmoil, 
for otherwise our reason would tell us that the rites are ob- 
jectively useless. It seems to me that very little evidence is 

1 The Future of an Illusion, 1928. 

2 F. Schleiter, Religion and Culture, 1919, pp. 45-47 (on E. Tanzi, A Text- 
book of Mental Diseases, English translation, 1909). 
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brought forward in support of these conclusions, not even by 
those who not only offer them but have also had the oppor- 
tunity of testing them in field research. 

And here we must ask some questions. What is this awe 
which some of the writers I have cited say is characteristic 
of the sacred? Some say it is the specific religious emotion; 
others that there is no specific religious emotion. Either way, 
how does one know whether a person experiences awe or 
thrill or whatever it may be? How does one recognize it, and 
how does one measure it? Moreover, as Lowie admits and 
others have often pointed out, the same emotional . states 
may be found in forms of behaviour which are quite differ- 
ent, and even opposed, as, for example, in the behaviour of 
a pacifist and of a militarist. Onlychaos would result were 
anthropologists to classify soeraT phenomena by emotions 
which are supposed to accompany them, for such emotional 
states, if present at all, must vary not only from individual 
to individual, but also in the same individual on different 
occasions and even at different points in the same rite. It is 
absurd to put priest and atheist into the same category, as 
Lowie does; and it would be yet more absurd to say that, 
when a priest is saying Mass, he is not performing a religious 
act unless he is in a certain emotional state; and, anyhow, 
who knows what his emotional state might be? If we were to 
classify and explain social behaviour by supposed ps ycho logi- 
cal states, we would indeed get some strange results fflreli gion 
is characterized by the emotion of fear, then a manSeemg in 
terror from a charging buffalo might be said to be performing 
a refigious"ach and if magic is characterized by its cathartic 
functionTtfien a medical practitioner who relieves a patient’s 
anxiety, on entirely clinical grounds, might be said to be 
performing a magical one. 

There are further considerations. A great many rites which 
surely almost anyone would accept as religious in character, 
such as sacrifices, are certainly notjperformed in situations 
in which there is any possible cause for emotional unrest or 
_ feelings of mystery and awe. They are routine, and also 
standardized and obligatory, rites. To speak of tensions and 
so forth in such cases is as meaningless as to speak of them 
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in explanation of people going to church among ourselves. 
Admittedly, if rites are performed at critical times, as in 
sickness or at death, when the event which evokes them is 
one likely to occasion anxiety and distress, then these feel- 
ings will be present; but even here we have to be careful. 
The expression of emotion may be obligatory, an essential 
part of the rite itself, as in wailing and other signs of grief at 
death and funerals, whether the actors feel grief or not. In 
some societies professional mourners- are employed. Then, 
again, if any emotional expression accompanies rites, it may 
well be that it is not the emotion which brings about the 
rites, but the rites which bring about the emotion. This is the 
old problem of whether we laugh because we are happy or 
are happy because we laugh. Surely we do not go to church 
because we are in a heightened emotional state, though our 
participation in the rites may bring about such a state. 

Then, with regard to the alleged cathartic function of 
magic, what evidence is there that when a man performs 
agricultural, hunting, and fishing magic he feels frustrated, 
or that if he is in a state of tension the performance of the 
rites releases his distress? It seems to me that there is little 


or none. However he m ay be fe eling^ the magiciarL has to 
perform the rites anyway, for they are a customary and 
obligatory part of- the proceedings. It could with pertinence 
be said that primitive man performs his rites because he 
has faith in their efficacy, so that there is no great cause for 
frustration, since he knows that he has at hand the means 


of overcoming such difficulties as may present themselves. 
Rather than saying that magic releases tension, we might 
say that the possession of it prevents tension arising. Or, on 
the contrary, it could be saidffiere again that, if there is any 
emotional state, it could well be, not the drive behind the rite,- 
.but the consequence of it, the gestures and spells producing 
the very psychotogicuT condition which is supposed to have 
led to the rite being performed. We have also to bear in mind 
that much, magic and r eligi on is vicarious , the magician or 
priest being a different person from the person on whose 
behalf the rite is performed, his client. So the person who is 
supposed to be in a state of tension is not the hired and 
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disinterested person whose expletive gestures and words are 
supposed to release the tension. Therefore, if his gestures and 
spells suggest a heightened emotional state, it must either be 
simulated, or he must work himself into it during, and by, 
the rite. I might add that in Malinow ski’s case I think it is 
possible that much of his observation of rites was of those 
performed for his benefit, and in return for payment, quite 
outside their normal setting, in his tent; and if this is so, it 
could hardly be held that any display of emotion there may 
have been was caused by tension and frustration. 

Furthermore, as Radin observed , 1 in an individual’s 
experience the acquisition of rites and beliefs precedes the 
emotions which are said to accompany them later m adult 
life. He learns to participate injhem before he experiences 
any emotion at all, so the emotional state, whatever it may 
be, and if there is one, can hardly be the genesis and explana- 
tion of them. A rite is part of the culture the individual is 
bom into, and it imposes itself on him from the outside like 
the rest of his culture. Jt is a crea tion of society, not of indi- 
vidual reasoning or emotion, though itlnay satisfy both; and 
it is for this reason that Durkheim tells us that ^psycho- 
logical interpretation of a social fact is invariably a wrong 
interpretation 

ForTfre-sSme reason we must reject the wish-fulfilment 
theories. In comparing the neurotic with the magician they 
ignore the fact that the actions and formulas of the neurotic 
derive from individual subjective states, whereas those of the 
magician are traditional and socially imposed on him by his 
culture and society, part of the institutional framework in 
which he lives and to which he must conform; and, though 
in some instances and in some respects there may be certain 
outward resemblances, it cannot thereby be inferred that the 
psychological states are identical or that they stem from com- 
parable conditions. In classing primitive peoples with chil- 
dren, neurotics,. &c., the mistake is made of assuming that, 
because things may resemble each other in some particular 
feature, they are alike in other respects, the pars pro to to 
fallacy. All that it means" is that, in the eyes of these writers, 
1 Social Anthropology, p. 247. 


all these different sorts of people do not all the time think 
scientifically. And, we may ask, who ever met a savage who 
believed that by a thought of his he could change the world? 
He knows very well that he cannot. This is another variety of 
the ‘if I were a horse’ kind : if I were to behave in the way 
a savage magician does, I would be suffering from the mala- 
dies of my neurotic patients. 

We are not, of course, to dismiss these interpretations out 
of hand. They were a not unhealthy reaction against a too 
intellectualist position. Desires and impulses, conscious 
and unconscious, motivate man, direct his interests, and 
impel him to action; and they certainly play their part in 
religion. That is not to be denied. What has to be determined 
is their nature and the part they do play. What I protest 
against is mere assertion, and what I challenge is an explana- 
tion of religion in terms of emotion or even, in the sway of it, 
of hallucination. 


Ill 


SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES 

T he emotionalist explanations of primitive religion which 
I have discussed have a strong pragmatist flavour. 
However foolish primitive beliefs and rites may appear 
to the rationalist mind, they help rude peoples to cope with 
their problems and misfortunes, and so they eradicate despair, 
which inhibits action, and make for confidence conducive 
to the individual’s welfare, giving him a renewed sense of 
the value of fife and of all the activities which promote it. 
Pragmatism was very influential at the time these explana- 
tions were being put forward, and Malinowski’s theory of 
religion and magic might have come straight out of the 
pages of William James, as indeed it may have done: religion 
is valuable, even true in the pragmatist’s sense of truth, if it 
serves the purpose of giving comfort and a feeling of security, 
confidence, relief, reassurance; if, that is, consequences useful 
to life flow from it. Among the writers about primitive 
thought so far mentioned, the pragmatist approach is per- 
haps most clearly enunciated by Carveth Read in a book 
earlier referred to. Why, he asks, is the human mind befogged 
with ideas of magic and religion? (He considered magic to be 
prior to religion, the origin of which is to be sought in dreams 
and belief in ghosts.) The answer is that, apart from the 
psychological relief they provide, in early stages of social 
evolution these superstitions were useful in giving support to 
leaders, and hence in sustaining order, government, and 
custom. Both are delusions, but natural selection favoured 
them. Totemic dances, we are told, ‘give excellent physical 
training, promote the spirit of co-operation, are a sort of 
drill . . .’. I And much more on the same lines. We sh all find 
that in general sociological theories of religion have the sam e 
Havouf^^religion is valuable m that it makes fo r social cohe- 
sIoiTlahdco^ 



1 Op. cit., p. 68. 
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This pragmatist way of regarding religion long antedates 
pragmatism as a formal philosophy. For example, Montes- 
quieu, the father of social anthropology (though some might 
give the honour to Montaigne), tells us that though a religion 
may be false, it can have a most useful social function; and it 
will be found to conform to the type of government with which 
it is associated, a people’s religion being in general suited to 
their way of life; which makes it difficult to transport a reli- 
gion from one country to another. Thus function and veracity 
must not be confused. ‘The most true and holy doctrines 
may be attended with the very worst consequences, when 
they are not connected with the principles of society; and, 
on the contrary, doctrines the most false may be attended 
with excellent consequences, when contrived so as to be con- 
nected with these principles .’ 1 Even the ultra-rationalists of 
the Enlightenment, like Condorcet, conceded that religion, 
though false, had at one time a useful social function, and had 
therefore played an important role in the development of 
civilization. 

Similar sociological insights are found in' the earliest 
writings about human society. They arc sometimes couched 
in what today would be called structural terms. Aristotle in 
the Politics says that ‘all people say that the gods also had a 
king because they themselves had kings either formerly or 
now; for men create the gods after their own image, not only 
with regard to form; but also with regard to their manner of 
life ’. 2 Hume says much the same; and we find this idea of a 
close connexion between political and religious development 
in several of our anthropological treatises. Herbert Spencer 
tells us that Zeus stands to the rest of the Celestials ‘exactly 
in the same relation that an absolute monarch does to the 
aristocracy of which he is the head ’. 3 Max Muller says that 
henotheism (a word, I believe, invented by him 4 to describe 
a religion in which each god, while he is being invoked, 
shares in all the attributes of a supreme being) arises in 

1 Montesquieu, The Spirit of Laws, 1750, ii. 161. 

2 i. 2. 7. 3 Op. cit., i. 207. 

4 R. Pettazzoni, however, Essays on the History of Religions, 1954, p. 5, says 
that the word was first used by Schelling, the idea being later developed by 
Muller. 
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periods which precede the formation of nations out of inde- 
pendent tribes, it being a communal, as distinct from an 
imperial, form of religion. King also asserts that as political 
systems develop, their component parts are represented by 
tutelary gods; and when the parts become unified, when 
tribes aggregate into nations, the idea of a supreme being 
appears. He is the tutelary god of the dominant group in the 
amalgam. Finally comes monotheism, the supernal as a re- 
flection of the universal, almighty, and eternal State. Robert- 
son Smith explained the polytheism of classical antiquity in 
contrast to the monotheism of Asia by the fact that, in Greece 
and Rome, monarchy fell before the aristocracy, whereas in 
Asia it held its own: ‘This diversity of political fortune is 
reflected in the diversity of religious development .’ 1 Jevons 
follows the same line of reasoning. All this is a little naive. 
Andrew Lang’s writings and Wilhelm Schmidt’s many 
volumes contain an abundance of evidence that peoples 
lacking political office, and therefore a political model for 
a supreme being, the hunters and collectors, are to a large 
extent monotheistic, at least in the sense of the word that 
there is only one god, though not in the sense that there is 
worship of one god and the denial of others (for there to be 
monotheism in the second sense — what has been called explicit 
monotheism — there has to be, or to have been, some form of 
polytheism) . , 

Other examples of sociological analysis are to be found in 
the writings of Sir Henry Maine on comparative jurispru- 
dence. He explains, for instance, the difference between 
Eastern and Western theology by the simple fact that in the 
West theology became combined with Roman jurisprudence, 
whereas no Greek-speaking society ‘ever showed the smallest 
capacity for producing a philosophy of law ’. 2 Theological 
speculation passed from a climate of Greek metaphysics to 
a climate of Roman law. But the most far-going and com- 
prehensive sociological treatment of religion is Fust el d e 
C oulanges’ s The Ancient City, and this French (Breton) 
historian is of particular interest to us because a pupil much 

1 W. Robertson Smith, The Religion of the Semites , 3rd edit. (1927), p. 73. 

2 H. S. Maine, Ancient Law , 1912 edit., p. 363. 


influenced by him was Durkheim, whose theory of religion 
I am'about to present. The theme of The Ancient City is that 
ancient classical society was centred m the lamily nTTwicfe 
lens'e'“of~that' word— joint family or lineage — and that what 
held this group of agnates together as a corporation and gave 
it permanence was the ancestor cult, in which the head of the 
family acted as priest. In the light of this central idea, and 
only in the light of it, of the dead being deities of the family, 
all customs of the period can be understood : marriage regu- 
lations and ceremonies, monogamy, prohibition of divorce, 
interdiction of celibacy, the levirate, adoption, paternal 
authority, rules of descent, inheritance and succession, laws, 
property, the systems of nomenclature, the calendar, slavery 
and clientship, and many other customs. Whenjdty states. 
developed, tbev were iTT-tha^sa-m-e-striirtnr al pattern asJhad 
been shape d bv religjomin t hese earlier social conditions . 

Another influence strongly marked in Durkheim’s theory 
of religion, as also in the writings of F. B. Jevons, Salomon 
Reinach, and others, was that of the already-mentioned 
Robertson Smith, at one time Professor of Arabic at Cam- 
bridge. Taking some of his basic ideas from a fellow Scot, 
J. F. McLennan, he supposed that the Semiticc, societies of 
ancient Arabia were composed of matrilineal clans, each of 
which had a sacred relationship to a species of animal, their 
totem. The evidence for these suppositions is exiguous, but 
that is what Robertson Smith believed. Clansmen, according 
to him, were conceived to be of one blood, and their totems 
also; and of the same blood was the god of the clan, for he was 
thought of as the physical father of the founder of the clan. 
Sociologically speaking, the god was the clan itself, idealized 
and divinized. This projection had its material representa- 
tion in the totemic creature; and the clan periodically ex- 
pressed the unity of its members and of them with their god, 
and revitalized itself, by slaying the totemic creature and 
eating its raw flesh in a sacred feast, a communion ‘in which 
the god and his worshippers unite by partaking together of 
the flesh and blood of a sacred victim ’. 1 Now, since god, 
clansmen, and totem were all of one blood, the clansmen 
1 The Religion of the Semites, p. 227. 



52 SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES 

were partaking in a sacred communion not only with their 
god but also of their god, each member of the clan incorpora- 
ting sacramentally a particle of the divine life into his own 
individual life. Later forms of Hebrew sacrifice developed 
out of this communion feast. The evidence for this theory, 
swallowed hook, line, and sinker by Jevons, is negligible; 
and it was, for a Presbyterian minister, getting rather near 
the bone, so either Robertson Smith himself, or whoever was 
responsible for the publication of the second and posthumous 
edition of The Religion of the Semites of 1894 (first edition: 
1889), deleted certain passages which might be thought to 
discredit the New Testament. 1 All one can say of the theory 
as a whole, the argument of which is in the main both 
tortuous and tenuous, is that, whilst eating of the totem animal 
could have been the earliest form of sacrifice and the origin 
of religion, there is no evidence that it was. Moreover, in the 
vast literature on totemism throughout the world, there is 
only one instance, among the Australian aboriginals, of a 
people ceremonially eating their totems, and the signifi- 
cance of that instance, even if its veracity be accepted, is 
dubious and disputed. Apart from this, although Robertson 
Smith thought his theory to be generally true of primitive 
peoples, there are certainly many, including some of the most 
primitive, who lack bloody sacrifice altogether, and others 
among whom it is in no sense a communion. In this matter 
Robertson Smith misled both Durkheim and Freud. 

It is also highly doubtful whether the idea of communion 
was at all present in the earliest form of Hebrew sacrifice 
known to us, and if it was, then there were also present, and 
perhaps more dominant, piacular and other ideas. Bluntly, 
all Robertson Smith really does is to guess about a period of 
Semitic history about which we know almost nothing. By 
doing so he may to some extent have made his theory safe from 
criticism, but to the same extent it thereby lacked cogency 
and conviction. Indeed, it was not historical at all, but an 
evolutionary theory, like all anthropological theories of the 
time, and this distinction must be clearly recognized. The evo- 
lutionary bias is conspicuous throughout, and is particularly 
1 J. G. Frazer, The Gorgon’s Head, 1927, p. 289. 
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clear in his insistence on the materialistic crudity — what 
Preuss called Urdummheit — of primitive man’s religion, thus 
placing the concrete, as opposed to the spiritual, at the 
beginning of development; and also laying undue stress on 
the social, as opposed to the personal, character of early 
religion; thereby revealing the basic assumption of all Vic- 
torian anthropologists, that the most primitive in thought 
and custom must be the antithesis of their own, their own in 
this case being a brand of individualistic spirituality. 

To understand Robertson Smith’s treatment of early 
Semitic religion and, by implication, !tif primitive religion in 
general, as well as, to a large extent, Durkheim’s analysis, we 
have to note that he held that early religions lacked creeds 
and dogmas: ‘they consisted entirely of institutions and 
practices.’ 1 Rites, it is true, were connected with myths, but 
myths do not, for us, explain rites; rather the rites explain 
the myths. If this is so, then we must seek for an under- 
standing of primitive religion in its ritual, and, since the 
basic rite in ancient religion is that of sacrifice, we must seek 
for it in the sacrificium ; and further, since sacrifice is so general 
an institution, we must look for its origin in general causes. 

Fundamentally, Fustel de Coulanges and Robertson Smith 
were putting forward what might be called a structural theory 
of the genesis of religion, that it arises out of the very nature 
of primitive society. This was also Durkheim’s approach, and 
he proposed to show in addition manner jn which reli- 
gion was generated. The position ofaJurk&eim 'perhaps the 
greatest figure in the history of modern 'sociology, can only be 
appraised if two points are kept in mind. The first is that for 
him religion i s a. sor.ial that is an objective, fact. For theories 
which tried to explain it in terms of individual psychology 
he expressed contempt. How, he asked, if religion originated 
in a mere mistake, an illusion, a kind of hallucination, could 
it have been so universal and so enduring, and how could 
a vain fantasy have produced law, science, and morals? 
Animism is, in any case, in its developed and most typical 
forms, found not in primitive societies but in such relatively 
advanced societies as those of China, Egypt, and the classical 

1 The Religion of the Semites, p. 1 6. 
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Mediterranean. As for naturism (the nature-myth school), 
was religion to be explained any more satisfactorily as a 
disease of language, a muddle of metaphors, the action of 
language on thought, than as a false inference from dreams 
and trances? Apart from such an explanation being as 
trivial as the animistic one, it is a plain fact that primitive 
peoples show remarkably li ttle inter est in what we may 
regard as the most impressive phenomena of nature — sun, 
moon, sky, mountains, sea, and so forth — w hose monot onou s 
regularities they take very much for granted. 1 On the con- 
trary, he claimed, in what he regarded as the most elementary 
religion of all, namely totemism, that what are divinized are 
for the most part not at all imposing, just humble little 
creatures like ducks, rabbits, frogs, and worms, whose intrinsic 
qualities could scarcely have been the origin of the religious 
sentiment they inspired. 

It is true, of course, and Durkheim would certainly not have 
cont ested ikAha t. religion is~ though t, felt, and willed by indi- 
viduals— society hasDwS3SH^^g^ce tKselSctiom— 
“and as such it is a phenomenon of indl^u^psychoiogy^ 
a subjective phenomenon, jand can be studied accordingly. 
•-'But it is. ngojEuti b' less a socia l. juuLabi ective phenomenqh 
jArhich is in depende nt of individual minds, and it is as such 
that th'^sociologist studfesTt.'What gives it obiectivity-a re 
^ fhrea c harac teristics . Firstly, itis transmitted.''frdmone genera- 
tion to another, To if in one sense it is in the individual, in 
v V‘ -another it is outside him, in that it was there before he was 
born and will be there after he is dead. He acquires it as he 
acquires his language, by being born into a particular society. 
Secondly, jf. is , at any rate in a closed society, g eneral. Every- 
_ one has the~Same sort of religious beliefs and practices, and 
t heir generality, or collecti vity, gives them an objectivity, 
which places them over and above the psychological ex- 
perience of any" individual, or indeed of all individuals. 
Third ly., i t js obligatory . Apart from positive and negative 
" . sanctions, the mere fact that religion is general means, again 

1 Hocart remarks, op. cit., Man , 1914, p. 99, that although in Fiji hurricanes 
are a yearly topic of conversation, he had never noticed ‘the least suggestion 
of a native theory about them or the slightest tinge of religious awe’. 


SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES 


55 


in a closed society, that it is obligatory, for even if there is no 
coercion, a man has no option but to accept what everybody 
gives assent to, because he has no choice, any more than of — - 
what language he speaks. Even were he to be a sceptic, he 
could express his doubts only in terms of the beliefs held by 
all around him. And had he been born into a different society,"! 
he would have had a different set of beliefs, just as he would 
have had a different language. It may here be noted that the 
interest shown by Durkheim and his colleagues in primitive 
societies may well have derived precisely from the fact that 
they jare, or were, closed communities. Open societies, in 
which beliefs may not be transmitted and in which they are 
diversified, and therefore less obligatory, are less amenable 
to sociological interpretations on the lines pursuecTby them. 

~ I tie seconcTpoint whichThas to be borne in mind concerns 
the autonomy of religious phenomena. I will only mention 
it here since it emerges clearly from his treatment of religion, 
to which we are about to turn our attention. Durkheim was 
not nearly so deterministic and materialistic as some have 
made him out to be. Indeed, I should be inclined to regard 
him as a voluntarist and idealist. The functions of the mind 
could not exist without the processes of the organism, buty 
that, he maintains, does not mean that psychological facts A 
can be reduced to organic facts and be' explained by them, 
but merely that they have an organic basis, just as organic 
processes have a chemical basis. At _each level thej ahenome.na^. 
have autonomy. Likewise, there could be no socio-cultural 
IifTwi'thout'tlre psychical functions of individual minds, but 
social processes trajascend-thes e functions through which they, 
as it were, operate and, if not independent of mind, have an 
existence of their own outside individual minds. Languag e — 
is a good example of what Durkheim was driving at. It is 
traditional. ge neral. and, o bligatory:' it has a history and 
structure and function of whlcITtfioie who speak it are quite 
unaware ; and, though individuals may have contributed to it, 
it is certainly not the product of any individual’s mind. It is 

a collective, autonomous, and objective phenomenon Mn 

his analysis ofTehgron Dur kheim goeTf uxtfetvT^&fel&& u» « a . 
socraTfacf. it ansesTuTTFthe nature of social life itself, being 
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in the simpler societies bound up with other social facts, law, 
economics, art, &c., which later separate out from it and 
lead their own independent existences. Above all it is the 
way in which a s ocietv jsees-it-self as'mofe tlian a collection 
of individuals, and bv which it maintarnTrETTohdafity an d 
ensures its continuity' This does not mean, however, that it is 
merely'atr epiphenomenon of society, as the Marxists would 
have it.)\Once brought into existence by collective action, 
religion gains a de gree of autonomy, and proliferates in all 
sorts of ways which cannot be explained by reference to the 
social structure which gave birth to it but only in terms of 
other religious and other social phenomena in a system all 
its own. 

These two points having been made, we need delay no 
longer in presenting Durkheim’s thesis. He started with four 
cardinal ideas taken -from Robertson Smith, that primitive 
religion is a clan c ult and i p (h e thought 

that totemism and a clan segmentary system naturally imply 
each other), that the god of the clan is the clan i tself d ivinized, 
and tha t tnte raisn\ is the most elementary or primitive, and 
in that sense original, form of rehgion known to us. By that 
he meant that it is found im societies with the simplest 
material culture and social structure, ^and that it is possible 
to explain their rehgion without making use of any element 
borrowed from a previous religion. Durkheim thus agrees 
with those who see jin totemism* the origin of religion, or at 
least its earliest known form : McLennan, Robertson Smith, 
Wundt, Frazer in his earlier writings, Jevons, and Freud. 

But what grounds are there for considering totemism to 
be a reli gious p henomenon at all? Frazer in his later writings 
put it in the category of m aglet For Durkheim rehgion 
belongs to a broader class, the'iacred ; everything, real and 
ideal, belonging to one of two opposed classes, the profane 
and the sacred. The sacred is clearly identified by the fact that 
it is protected and isolated by interdictions, profane things 
being those to which these interdictions are apphed. Taboo 
is here given much the same function as Marett gave it. Then, 
‘Religious behefs are the representations which ex press t he 
nature of sacred things’, and rites are ‘the rules of conduct 


which prescribe how a man should comport himself in the 
presence ofdsacfed objects ’. 1 These definitions cover both 
magic~and religion in that they are ldotij/sacred on Durk- 
heim’s criterion, so he proposed a further criterion by which 
to distinguish between them. Religion is always a grojip, a 
c ollective, affair : there is no religion without a cnurchy Magtc 
has a clientele, no t a church , the relationship between a 
magician and his client being comparable to that between 
a physician and his patient. So we arrive at a final definition 
of religion: ‘A religion is a unified system of beliefs a nd 
practices relative to saerecT things, that is to sav. things set r 
a part and lor bidden— beliefs and practices which unite, into 
on ejsmgfle moral comm unity called a ch urc h, all those who 
adh ere to them . ’ 1 Durkheim’s Hebraic background, it seems 
to me, comes out strongly, though not inappropriately, in 
this definition; but however that may be, on his criteria 
totemism can be regarded as a rel igion : it is hedged round 
by taBo^rind iTdslTgrQ UP ma nifestation. 

Whafthen is the object revered in this totemic religion? 
It is not simplyATproduct of delirious imagination; it has an 
objective basis. It is a cult of something which really does 
exist, thougET not the thing the worshippers suppose. It is 
society itself." or some segment of it. which men worship in 
these ideal representations. And what, says Durkheim, is 
more natural, for a society h as everything necessary to arouse 
the sensation of the divine in minds. It has absolute power 
over them, and it also gives them the feeling of~per^ietu ar~ 
dependence; and it is the object of venerable respect . Reli - 
gionTs thus a system of ideas by which individuals repre - 
sent to themselves the society to which they belong and th eir 
relations with it. 

Durkheim set out to prove his theory by taking the religion 
of some of the Australian aboriginals — using that of the North 
American Indians as a check — as a test case, holding that it 
was the simplest known form of religion. He defended this 
procedure by pleading with some justification that, in making 
a comparative study of social facts, they must be taken from 

1 E. Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, English translation, 
n.d. [1915k P- 47- 
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societies of the same type, and that one well-controlled 
experiment is sufficient to establish a law, a piece of special 
pleading which seems to me to be little more than the 
ignoring of instances which contradict the so-called law. At 
the time the attention of anthropological writers was parti- 
cularly engaged by recent discoveries made in Australia by 
the researches of Spencer and Gillen, Strehlow, and others. 
However, Durkheim’s choice of that region for his experiment 
was unfortunate, for the literature on its aboriginals was, by 
modern standards, poor and confused, and it still is. 

The Australian Blackfellows, as they used to be called, are 
(not many are left who live as they used to, but I retain the 
ethnographic present tense) hunters and collectors, wandering 
about in small hordes in their tribal territories seeking game, 
roots, fruits, grubs, and so forth. A tribe is composed of a 
number of such hordes. Besides being a member of a little 
horde and of the tribe in whose territory the horde lives, a 
person is a member of a clan, there being many such clans 
•widely dispersed throughout the continent. As a member of 
his clan, he shares with its other members a relationship to 
a species of natural phenomena, mostly animals and plants. 
The species is sacred to the clan, and may not be eaten or 
harmed by its members. With each clan are classed other 
natural phenomena, so that the whole of nature belongs to 
one or other of the clans. The social structure thus provides 
the model for the classification of natural phenomena. 
Since the things so classed with the clans are associated with 
their totems, they also have a sacred character; and since the 
cults mutually imply each other, all are co-ordinated parts 
of a single religion, a tribal religion. 

Durkheim acutely observed that the tojemic .creatures are 
not in any sense worshipped)^ as McLennan, Tylor, and 
Wundt seemed to think, nor, as I have earlier mentioned, had 
they been selected for their imposing appearance. Moreover, 
it is not the creatures themselves which are of first impor- 
tance — they are sacred, it is true, but only secondarily so — 
but the designs of the creatures which are engraved on oblong 
pieces of wood or polished stone called churinga , sometimes 
pierced and used as bull roarers. Indeed, the totemic creatures 


had been selected, he would seem to suggest, because they 
were suitable models for pictorial representation. These 
designs are symbols .in the first instance of an impersonal 
force distribut ed mjmage s, animals, and men, but noFtoloe 
confounded with any of them, for the sacred character of an 
object is. not deriyed from its intrinsic- properties; it is addeci 
to tfiem , superimposed on them. Totemism is a kind of im- 
personargbd immanent in the world and diffused in an in- 
numerable multitude of things, correspondmgffo mana and 
similar ideas among primitive peoples : the wakan and orenda 
of the North American Indians, for example. However, the 
Australians conceive of it, not in an abstract form, but in the 
form of an animal or plant, the totem, which is ‘the material 
form under which the imagination represents this immaterial 
substance ’. 1 Since this essence, or vital principle, is found in 
both men and their totems, and is for both their most essen- 
tial characteristic, we can understand what a Blackfellow 
means when he says that the men of the Crow phratry, for 
example, are crows. 

The designs symbolize in the second instance the clans 
themselves. The totem is at once both the symbol of the god, 
Crrvital principle, and of the society, because god a nd society 
are the same thing . ‘The god of the clan, the totennc principle, 
can therefore be nothing else than the clan itself, personified 
and represented to the imagination under the visible form 
of the animal or vegetable which serves as totem .’ 2 In the 
totemic symbols clansmen express their moral identity and 
their feelings of dependence on each other and on the group 
as a whole. People can only communicate by signs, and to 
communicate this feeling of solidarity a symbol, a flag, is 
required, and it is provided for these natives by their totems, 
each clan expressing both its unity and its exclusiveness in its 
totemic emblem. Concrete symbols are necessary because 
‘the clan is too complex a reality to be represented clearly in 
all its complex unity by such rudimentary intelligences ’. 3 
Unsophisticated minds cannot think of themselves as a 
s o ciat~ grou]Texcep rthr ough material 'symbp JsrThe totemic 
prmCipfe"iS thus nothing elselhan the claaithought of under 

1 Op. cit., p. 189. z Ibid., p. 206. 3 Ibid., p. 220. 
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the material form of the totemic emblem. By the manner in 
which it acts upon its members, the clan awakens within 
them the idea of external forces which dominate and exalt 
them, and^es^extenml^ forces _ar.e-xepresen.ted by external 
things, the totemic forms. The sacred is no more, and it is 
^pi^Sflsd’no less, than society itself, represented in symbols to its 
V members. 

Durkheim recognized that the Australian aboriginals had 
religious conceptions other than what is labelled totemism, 
but he held that they were equally explicable in terms of his 
theory. The idca of the soul'is nothing more than the totemic 
principle, mawa,',incarnate in each individual, so ciety j ndivi- 
. dualized. It is his society in each member of it, its" culture" 
and social order, that which makes a man a person, a social 
being instead of a mere animal. It is th e social per sonality 
Yas distinct from the individual organism. Man is a rational 
and moral animal, but the rational and moral part of him is 
what society has superimposed on the organic part. As Miss 
Harrison, paraphrasing Durkheim, put it, ‘His body obeys 
natural law and his spirit is bound by the social imperative ’. 1 
Therefore the soul is not the product of pure illusion, as 
Tylor and others would have it. We are made up of two dis-. - 
tinct parts, which are opposed to one anotherasthe sacred to 
the profane. Society does not just move us from without and 
for the moment. ‘It establishes itself within us in a durable 
manner. ... So we are really made up of two beings facing in 
different and almost contrary directions, one of whom exer- 
cises a real pre-eminence over the other. Such is the profound 
meaning of the antithesis which all men have more or less 
clearly conceived between the body and the soul, the material 
and spiritual beings who coexist within us . . . our nat ure is — 
double ; there really is a particle of divinity in us because there 
Ms' within us a particle of these great ideas which are the soul 
of the group .’ 2 There is nothing derogatory for religion or for 
man in this interpretation. On the contrary, ‘T he only wa y 

1 J. E. Harrison, Themis. A Study of the Social Origins of Greek Religion , 1912, 
p. 487. The book was published in the same year as Durkheim’s Les Formes 
6 Umentaires de la vie religieusc. Miss Harrison had been influenced by his earlier 
‘De la definition des phenomenes religieux,’ V Annie sociologique, ii (1899). 

2 Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, pp. 262-4. 
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we have of freeing ourselves from physical forces is to oppose 
them with collective forces ’. 1 Man then, as Engels put it, 
ascends from the kingdom of necessity to the kingdom of 
freedom. 

As for the Australian spiritual beings, a notion Durkheim, 
like Tylor, thought to be derived from that of the soul, they 
seem, he believed, to have been totems at one time. However 
that may be, they now correspond to tribal groups. In each 
territory many clans are represented, each with its distinctive 
totemic emblems and cults, but all alike belong also to the 
tribe and have the same religion, and this tribal religion is 
idealized in the gods. The great god is simply the synthesis 
of all the totems, just as the tribes are syntheses of all the clans 
represented in them; and it is inter-tribal also in character, 
mirroring social relations between tribe and tribe, especially 
the assistance of members of other tribes at tribal ceremonies 
of initiation and sub-incision. So while souls and s pirits do 
-moi^existrinreality, they co rrespo nd- to reality and in that 
sense they are real, for the social life they symbolize is real 
f enough 1 . , — 

' So far nothing has been said about the ritual s ide of Austra- & 

lian totemism; and here we come to the central and most 
obscure part of Durkheim’s thesis, and also the most un- 
convincing part of it. Periodically members of the same clan, 
presumably for the most part members of the same tribe, meet 
together to perform ceremonies to increase the species to which 
they have a sacred relationship. Since they may not eat their 
own totemic creatures, the rites are intended to benefit 
members of other clans who may eat them, all the clans thus 
making their contribution to the common food-supply. So 
the aboriginals state the purpose of the rites, but mgqj fe&t— 
purpose aW latent functio n are not the same; and Durkheim 
has a sociological interpretation of their performances which 
does not at all accord with their own idea of what they are 
doing, if indeed that is the purpose of the ceremonies for them, 
which does not seem to be certain. That the ceremonies, 
called intichiuma, are not really concerned with increasing 
the species, that this is a r ational ization, is shown, says 

1 Ibid., p. 272. 
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Durkheim, by the fact that they are performed even when a 
totem, the wollunqua, is a non-existent snake which is thought 
to be unique and also not to reproduce itself, and by the 
further fact that precisely the same ceremony which is said 
... to increase the species can be held at initiation and on other 
occasions. Such rjteg smatxmly to awaken certain ideas and 
^sent iments, to attach the present to the past and the individual 
"to the group. Their stated purpose is wholly accessory and 
contingent, as is further shown in that sometimes even the 
^beliefs which attribute a physical efficaciousness to the rites 
\ are lacking, without causing any alterations in their essentials, 
---n ationalist theorists of religion have generally treated 
concepti^ri and . beliefs as the essentials of religion, agd re- 
garded the rites as only an external translation of these^But, 
as we have already heard from others, it is/€c55 h^wmch_„. 
dominates the religious life. Durkheim writes . ■ ‘ 

We TiTveTeen thatTf collective life awakens religious thought 
on reaching a certain degree of ijltsiisity, it is because it brings 
about a state of effervescence which changes the conditions of 
psychic activity. Vital energies are over-excited, passions more 
active, sensations stronger; there are even some which are pro- 
duced only at this moment. A man does not recognize himself; 
he feels himself transformed and consequently he transforms the 
environment which surrounds him. In order to account for the 
very particular impressions which he receives, he attributes to 
the things with which he is in most direct contact properties which 
they have not, exceptional powers and virtues which the objects 
of every-day experience do not possess. In a word, above the real 
world where his profane life passes he has placed another which, 
in one sense, does not exist except in thought, but to which he 
attributes a higher sort of dignity than to the first. Thus, from 
a double point of view it is an ideal world. 1 

— . For a society to become conscious of itself and to maintain 
i ts sentimen tilatTEgrnecessarv degree of intensity, it must 
periodically assemble and concentrate itself. This concentra- 
tion brings about an exaltation of the mental life, which takes 
Jhe form of a group of ideal conceptions. 
o O So it is not the st ated pur pose o f the rites which tells us 
their function. Theirr^afsignificanc^ is, firstly, that they -d raw , 

1 Durkheim, The E^rnentaryT^rrrcTqf the Religious Life , p. 422. 


ii... 


SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES 63 

clansmen together, and secondly, that the collective enact- 
ment of the rites on these occasions of concentration renews 
in them a feeling of solidarity. The rites generate an effer- 
vescence, in which all sense of individuality is lost and people 
feel themselves as a colle ctivity in and through their sacred 
things. But when the clansmen'separate, the sense of solidarity 
slowly runs down, and has to be recharged from time to time 
by another assembly and repetition of the ceremonies, in 
which the group once again reaffirms itself. Even if men 
believe that the rites act on things, it is in fact alone the mind 
which is acted on. It will be noted that Durkheim is pot s av- ♦. / 
ing here, like the emotionalist writers, that the rites are per- 
formed to releasesome heightened emotional state. It is the 
rites which prodirce such a state. They may therefore, in this 
respect, be compared to the' piacular rites, such as those of ; 

mourning, in which people make expiation to affirm their j 

faith and to fulfil a duty to society, and not because of some , 

emotional condition, which may be totally lacking. i 

Such was Durkheim’ s theory. For Freud God is the j 

father, x j(pr Durkheim God is society. Now, if his theory holds 1 

for the Australian "aboriginals, it holds good for religion in j 

general, for, he says, totemic religion contains all the elements j 

of other religions, even those the most advanced. Durkheim i 

was candid enough to admit this, that what is sauce for the 1 

goose is sauce for the gander. If the idea of sacredness, of' j 

the soul and of God, can be explained sociologically for the j :j 

Australians, then in principle the same explanation is valid 
for all peoples among whom the same ideas are found with] 
the same essential characteristics. Durkheim was most anxious j 

not to be accused of a mere restatement of historical materi- J 

alism. In s howing that religion is something . essentially social ^ I 

he does not mean that collective consciousness is a mere epi- 
phenomenon of its morphological basis, just as individual 
consciousness is not merely an efflorescence of the nervous 
system. Religious ideas are produced by a synthesis of in- 
dividual minds in collective action, but once produced y 
they have a life of their own: the sentiments, ideas, and 
images ‘once born, obey laws all their own’. 1 None the less, if 

1 Ibid., p. 424. 
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Durkheim’s theory ofrdigion is true, obviously no one is going 
to accept religiou s bfiiej# any more; and yet, on his ownlEow^' 
ing, they are gener ateaby th e action of social hfe itself, and are 
necessary for its persistence. This put him on the" horns of a 
dile mma, and all he could say to get off them was that, while 
religion in the spiritual sense is doomed, a secular assembly 
may produce ideas and sentiments which will have the same 
function; and in support of this opinion, he cites the French 
revolution with its cult of Fatherland, Liberty, Equality and 
Fraternity, and Reason. Did it not in its first years make these 
ideas into sacred things, into gods, and the society it had 
brought into being a god? He hoped and expected, like 
Saint-Simon and Comte, that as spiritual religion declined, a 
secularistic religion of a humanist kind would take its place. 

Durkheim’s thesis is more than just neat; it is brilliant and 
imaginative, almost poetical; and he had an insight into a 
psychological fundamental of religion: the elimination o f the 
self; the. denial of individuality, its having no meamngj or 
even existence, save as part of something greater, and other, 
than the self. But I am afraid that we must once more say 
that it is also a just-so story. Totemism could have arisen 
through gregariousness, but there is no evidence that it did; 
and other forms of religion could have developed, as it is 
implicit in Durkheim’s theory that they did, from totemism, 
or what he calls the totemic principle, but again th ere is no 
evi dence that the y did. It can be allowed that religious con- 
ceptions must bear some relation to the s ocial orde r, and be 
j in some degree in ^ccojti with economic, political , mor al, 

I and other social facts.; and even that they are ^product of 
social life, in the sense thatthere could be no rehgi onwltfiout 
society, any more than there could be thought or culture of 
arryTund; but Durkheim is_ asserting-mueh-irmr.eJtli.a n that. 
He is claiming th at spirit, soul, and othe r religious- i deas_ 
and images are projecti ons of soci pijy . or of its segments, _and__ 
originate in conditions bringin gabout a state of effe rvescence. 

3Iy~(^mmentT must be few and brief. While vafious 
logical and philosophical objections could be raised, I would 
rather base the case for the prosecution on ethnographical 
evidence. Does this support the rigid dichotomy he makes 
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between the sacred and the profane? I doubt it. Surely what 
he calls ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ are on the same level of ex- 
perience, and, far from being cut off from one another, 
they are so closely intermingled as to be inseparable. They 
cannot, therefore, either for the individual or for social acti- 
vities, be put in closed departments which negate each other, 
one of which is left on entering the other. For instance, when 
some misfortune such as sickness is believed to be due to 
some fault, the physical symptoms, the moral state of the 
sufferer, and the spiritual intervention form a unitary objec- 
tive experience, and can scarcely be separated in the mind. 
My test of this sort of formulation is a simple one : whether 
it can be broken down into problems which permit testing 
by observation in field research, or can at least aid in a clas- 
sification of observed facts. I have never . &jimd.-t-hat- the 
dichotomy of sacred and profane was of much use for either 
purpose. 

• It -may' be suggested here also that Durkheim’s definitions 

did not allow for situational flexibility, that what is ‘sacred’ 
mayTe so only in certain contexts and on certain occasions, 
and not in other situations and on other occasions. This 
point has been mentioned earlier. I give here a single exam- 
ple. The Zande cult of ancestors is centred round shrines 
erected in the middle of their courtyards, and offerings are 
placed in these shrines on ceremonial, and sometimes other, 
occasions; but when not in ritual use, so to speak, Azande 
use them as convenient props to rest their spears against, 
or pay no attention to them whatsoever. Also, the demarca- 
tion of the ‘sacred’ by interdictions may be true of a great 
many peoples, but it cannot be universally valid, as Durkheim 
supposed, if I am right in believing that the participants in 
the elaborate sacrificial rites of the Nilotic peoples, or some 
of them, are not subjected to any interdictions. 

With regard to the Australian evidence cited : one of the 
weaknesses of Durkheim’s position is the plain fact that 
among the Australian aboriginals it is the horde, and then 
the tribe, which are the corporate groups, and not the widely 
dispersed clans ; so if the function of religion is to maintain 
the solidarity of the groups which most require a sense of 
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unity, then it should be the hordes and tribes, and not the 
clans, that should perform the rites generating effervescence . 1 
Durkheim saw this point, and tried to elude it by the answer, 
which seems to me to be inadequate, that it is precisely be- 
cause the clans lack cohesion, having neither chiefs nor a 
common territory, that periodic concentrations are necessary .- 
What is the point of maintaining through ceremonies the 
solidarity of social groupings which are not corporate and 
which do not have any joint action outside the ceremonies? 

Durkheim chose to argue his thesis on the evidence of 
totemism, and almost entirely on that of Australian totemism. 
Now, Australian totemism is a very untypical and highly 
specialized type of totemism, and conclusions drawn from it, 
-.even if accurate, cannot be taken as valid for totemism in 
\ general. Furthermore, totemic phenomena are by no means 
. the same throughout Aus tralia ,/D^kheim" was highly selec- 
. tive in his choice of material, restricting "himself in the maim 
: to that of Central Australia and mostly to that of the Arunta. 
His theory does not take into consideration that, in other ' 
parts of the continent, the intichiuma ceremonies appear to have 
a very different significance and not the same importance, or 
are even lacking altogether. Then, to temism among other 
peoples lacks the features .Durkheim most stresses, such as 
concentrations, ceremonies, sacred objects, designs, &c. The" 
defence that totemism elsewhere is a more developed insti- 
tution or the institution in decay is a plea we cannot allow, 
for there is no means of knowing anything about the history 
of totemism in Australia or elsewhere. The assertion that 
Australian totemism is the original-form of totemism is quite 
arbitrary, and rests on the assumption that the simplest form 
of religion is necessarily heicT bypfeople with the simplest 
culture and social organization. But even if we accept this 
criterion, we would then have to account for the fact that 
some hunting and collecting peoples, as technologically 
undeveloped as the Australians and with a much simpler 


1 It must be remarked that the terminology for the Australian aboriginal 

political groups is not just ambiguous, it is chaotic. It is difficult to know 

precisely what is meant by ‘tribe’, ‘clan’, ‘nation’, ‘horde’, ‘family’, &c. See 

G. C. W. Wheeler, The Tribe and Intertribal Relations in Australia, 1910, passim. 
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social organization, have no totems (or clans), or their totems 
are of no great importance for them, and yet they have reli- 
gious beliefs and rites. It might be pointed out also that for 
Durk heim totemism was essentially-a clan r eligio n, a pro- 
duct of this kind of social segmentation, andtEat therefore 
where there are clans, they are totemic, and where there is 
totemism, the so cie ty has a clan organization, an assumption 
An WES T he ,was mistaken, for there are peoples with clans 
and no totems, 'and peoples with totems and no clan^f As a 
matter of fact, as Goldenweiser has pointed out, Durkheim 5 s 
assertion that the social organization of the Australians is on a 
basis of clans is quite contrary to the ethnographical evidence, 
and this by itself makes his whole theory questionable . 2 Then, 
by placing the emphasis on figured representations of the 
totemic creatures, Durkheim also laid himself open to the 
damaging observations that most of the totems are not, in 
fact, figured representationally. One must say also that 
( '~-there appears to be precious little evidence that the gods of 
v Australia are syntheses of totems ; though this is a clever 
attempt to get rid of their awkward presence. One sometimes - 
sighs — if only Tylor, Marett, Durkheim, and all the rest of 
them could have spent a few weeks among the peoples about 
whom they so freely wrote ! 

I have mentioned a few points which seem to me to be 
sufficient to raise doubts about Durkheim’s theory, if not to 
jnvalid ate it altoge ther. More couldbtTcited. and they are to 
be found in Van Gennep’s devastating criticisms, all the more 
vigorous, and caustic in that Durkheim and his colleagues 
excluded and ignored him . 3 * I must, however, before passing 
rapidly in review some constructions closely related to the 
one we have been discussing, make a final comment on ly^ 
theory of the genesisjjf totemism and therefore of religion in 
^genb^Tr^ his own rules of sociological method, 

for fundamentally it offers a psychological explanation of 


'b Lowie, Primitive Society, 1921, p. 137. ‘ 

2 Goldenweiser, ‘Religion and Society: A Critique of Emile Durkheim’s 
Theory of the Origin and Nature of Religion’, Journal of Philosophy, Psychology 


and Scientific Methods, xii (1917) 
3 A. Van Gennep, L’Etat act 


actuel du problcmc totimique, 1920, pp. 40 ff. 
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social facts, and he himself has laid it down that such explana- 
tions are invariably wrong. It was all very well for him to 
pour contempt on others for deriving religion from motor 
hallucination, but I contend that this is precisely what he 
does himself. No amount of juggling with words like ‘inten- 
sity 5 and ‘effervescence 5 can hide the fact that he der ives 
the totemic religion of the Blackfellows from the emotional 
excitement of indi viduals brought together in a small crowd, 
from what is a sort of crowd hysteria. Some of our earlier 
objections, and for the matter of that Durkheim’s too, must 
therefore stand here also. What is the evidence that the 
Blackfellows are in any particular emotional state during the 
performance of their ceremonies? And if they are, then it is 
- evident that the emotion is produced, as Durkheim himself 
claimed, by the rites and the beliefs which occasion them, 
so the rites and beliefs which occasion them cannot convin- 
cingly be adduced as a product of the emotions. Therefore 
1 heightened emotion, whatever it may be, and if there is 
anyparticuiar~emotional state associated with the ritual, 
could indeed be an important element in the rites, giving 
them a deeper significance for the individual, but it can 
hardly be an adequate causal explanation of them as a social 
, phenomenon. The argument, like so many sociological argu- 
. ments, is a cir cular one— thejchick en and the _egg. The rites 
\ create the effervescence, which creates the beliefs, which 
cause the rites to be performed; or does the mere com ing 
together g enerate them^JFimdamentally Durkheim elicits 
a social fact from-crowd^ psych olo.gy. 

Indeed, it is not along jump from Durkheim’s theory — 
though he would have been shocked had he heard it said 
— to a biological explanation of religion, such as Trotter 
appears to offer : it is a by-product of the herd instinct, the 
instinct of_gregariousness, one of the four instincts which 
..bulk largelym man’s Me, the other^ threeliSnytKose o f self- 
preservation, nuttifionj'and sex, I say that this is the thesis 
Trotter appears to offer, because on this topic he is not very 
precise: the intimate dependence on the herd ‘compels the 
individual to reach out towards some larger existence than 
his own, some encompassing being in whom his complexities 
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may find a solution and his longings peace 5 . 1 Trotter’s book 
is, however, more a moral polemic than a scientific study. 
Nevertheless, one may note in it the same idealistic (social- 
istic) fervour which informs Durkheim’s book. 

Some of the ideas found in Durkheim’s volume were de- 
veloped by his colleagues, students, and others influenced by 
him. If I- review only some of them, and those cursorily, it is 
because these lectures are intended to illustrate different ways 
of looking at a subject or a problem, and not to be a com- 
plete history of ideas, or a comprehensive catalogue of writers 
about them. One of the best-known essays in the journal which 
Durkheim founded and edited, L’Annee sociologique, was a 
study of the literature on the Eskimoes by his nephew Marcel 
Mauss (in collaboration with M. H. Beuchat) . 2 The general 
theme of this essay was a demonstration of D urkheim’s 
thesis that religion is a product of social concentration and is_ 
kept aliveby periodic gregariousness, so that time, like things, 
has~saxrred-and"secular dimensions.We need not enter into 
details: suffice it that he showed how the Eskimoes, during 
that part of the year (the summer) when the seas are free 
from ice, are dispersed in small family groups living in tents. 
When the ice forms they are no longer able to pursue game, 
so they spend this part of the year (the winter) in larger and 
more concentrated groups living in long houses, a number of 
different families sharing a common room, so that then people 
are involved in a wider set of social relations, the social order 
thus being not only of a different proportion, but also of a 
different arrangement or order or structure, for the com- 
munity is then not just a number of families living together 
for convenience, but a new form of social grouping in which 
individuals are related on a different pattern. With this 
changed pattern we find a different set of laws, morals, and, 
in general, customs, suited to it, which do not operate during 
the period of dispersal. It is when these larger groups form 
that the annual religious ceremonies are performed; so it 

1 W. Trotter, Instincts of the Herd in Peace and War, 5th impression (1920), 

p. 113- 

* M. Mauss, ‘Essai sur les variations saisonm&res des socidtes eskimos: 
fitude de morphologie sociale’, V Annie sociologique, ix (1906). 
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could be held that the Eskimoes are a confirmatory illustra- 
tion of Durkheim’s theory . 1 

However ingenious this exposition may be, it demonstrates 
little more than that, for the performance of religious cere- 
monies, leisure and a sufficient number of people to take 
part in them are required. Also, the case is very different from 
' that of the Australian aboriginals, where clansmen come 
together periodically to perform their totemic ceremonies. 
The Eskimoes come together for different reasons, and they 
S only disperse from necessity. Mauss, like Durkheim, held 
that a law can be formulated on one well-controlled experi- 
ment, but such a formulation is not a law but an hypothesis ; 
and it happens that I have myself studied a people, the Nuer, 
among whom the period of greater concentration is not that 
in which ceremonies are held, for reasons which are chiefly 
a matter of convenience. 

In another essay in the Annee Mauss, together with that 
k fine historian Henri Hubert, had earlier distinguished magic 
~ from religion as Durkheim did, and had made an exhaus- 
- tive study of that part of the sacred, the magical , 2 which 
'Durkheim did not treat in his The Elementary Forms of the 
Religious Life-, and the same pair of scholars had yet earlier 
published, in the same journal, a masterly analysis ofVedic 
and Hebrew sacrifice . 3 But, masterly though it was, its 
conclusions are an unconvincing piece of sociologistic meta- 
physics. Gods are representations of communities, they are 
societies thought of ideally and imaginatively. So the renun- 
ciations in sacrifice nourish social forces — mental and moral 
energies. Sacrifice is an act of abnegation by which the in- 
dividual recognizes society; it recalls to particular consciences 
the presence of collective forces, represented by their gods. 
But though the act of abnegation implicit in any sacrifice 


1 Mauss’s essay was published before Durkheim’s Les Formes iUmentaires de la 
vie religieuse, but Durkheim had set forth his views earlier than in that book; and 
the two men’s researches and writings were so intertwined that it is impossible 
to disentangle them. 

2 H. Hubert and M. Mauss, ‘Esquisse d’une theorie generate de la magic’, 
V Annie sociologique, vii (1904). 

: 3 H. Hubert and M. Mauss, ‘Essai sur la nature et la fonction du sacrifice’, 
V Annie sociologique, ii (1899). 
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serves to sustain collective forces, the individual finds advan- 
tage in the same act, because in it the whole strength of society 
is conferred on him, and it also provides the means of re- 
dressing equilibria that have been upset; a man redeems 
himself by expiation from social obloquy, a consequence of 
error, and re-enters the community. Thus the social function 
of sacrifice is fulfilled, both for the individual and for the 
collectivity. All this seems to me to be a mixture of mere 
assertion, conjecture, and reification, for which no satisfactory 
evidence is adduced. They are conclusions not deriving from, 
but posited on, a brilliant analysis of the mechanism of 
sacrifice, or perhaps one should say of its logical structure, or 
even of its grammar. 

I mention also, as examples of sociological method, two 
remarkable essays by a younger member of the Annee group, 
Robert Hertz . 1 In one of these he relates Durkheim’s dicho- 
tomy of sacred and profane to the ideas of right and left, 
represented by the two^hands, which all over the world stand 
for o pp osites, the right for goodness, virtue, strength, mascu- 
linity, the east, fife, &c., and the left for the contraries. The 
other essay is an attempt to explain why so many peoples 
have not only disposal of the dead, which is easily intelligible, 
but also further mortuary ceremonies, and in particular the 
custom, prevalent in Indonesia, of double disposal of the 
dead. The body is first placed in a temporary abode by itself, 
where it rests till the body has decomposed, when the bones 
are collected and placed in the ‘family’ ossuary. This proce- 
dure represents, in the material symbol of the decomposing 
body, the lengthy passage of the soul of the dead from the 
world of the living to the world of the ghosts, a transition 
from one status to another, and the two movements corre- 
spond to a third one, the release of the survivors from their 
attachment to the dead. At the second obsequies all three 
articulated movements reach a concerted climax and termina- 
tion. They are really different facets of a single process, the 
adjustment of society to the loss of one of its members, a slow 
process, because people do not readily reconcile themselves 
to death as either a physical or moral fact. 

1 R. Hertz, Death and the Right Hand, i960. 
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In England sociological theories of religion, and especially 
the Durkheimian one, greatly influenced a generation of 
classical scholars — Gilbert Murray, A. B. Cook, Francis 
Cornford, and others — as is clearly acknowledged by Jane 
Harrison, who accounts for Greek religion, and by implica- 
tion all religion, in terms of collective feeling and thinking. 

It is the product of effe rvescenc e indu ced by ceremonial 
_axtivit>^ the proJectiorTof group emotionf'the ecstasy of a 
group ( tkiasos ) . Although she confesses that savages ‘weary and 
disgust me, though perforce I spend long hours in reading of 
their tedious doings’, she transplants on Greek soil the sup- 
posed mentality of the Australian aboriginals ; and there in 
Greek form we find all the old plums. Sacraments ‘can only \ ( ^ 
be understood in the light of totemistic thinking . . .V 1 i 
Greek religious phenomena ‘depend on, or rather express 
and represent, the social structure of the worshippers’. 2 ‘Social 
structure and the collective conscience which utters itself in 
social structure, underlie all religion.’ 3 ‘Bacchic religion is 
based on the collective emotion of the thiasos. Its god is a 
projection of group-unity. Dr. Verrall in his essay on the 
Bacchants of Euripides hits the mark in one trenchant, illumi- 
nating bit of translation, “The rapture of the initiated”, he 
says, lies essentially in this: “his soul is congregationalized ’ ’ .’ 4 
Man also reacts collectively to the universe: ‘We have seen his 
emotion extend itself, project itself into natural phenomena, 
and noted how this projection begets in him such conceptions 
as mana, orenda . . .’ s (with which are equated the Greek con- 
ceptions of power ( kratos ) and force ( bia )). Totemism is ‘a 
phase or stage of collective thinking through which the human 
mind is bound to pass’. 6 Both sacrament and sacrifice are 
‘only special forms of that manipulation of mana which we 
have agreed to call magic’. 7 ‘Religion has in it then two 
elements, social custom, the collective conscience, and the 
emphasis and representation of that collective conscience. 

It has in a word within it two factors indissolubly linked: 
ritual, this is custom, collective action, and myth or theology, 

1 Harrison, op. cit., p. xii. 2 Ibid., p. xvii. 

3 Ibid., p. xviii. 4 Ibid., p. 48. 3 Ibid., pp. 73-74. 

6 Ibid., p. 122. 2 ibid., p. 134. 


the representation of the collective emotion, the collective 
conscience. And — a point of supreme importance — both 
are incumbent, binding, and interdependent.’ 1 

The flaws in Durkheim’s theory, due mainly to his pur- C> 
suit of the genesis, the origin, and the cause of religion, are 
accentuated if anything even more in the writings of another 
well-known classical scholar, Francis Cornford, who also ac- 
knowledges his debt to Durkheim. For him, too, the individual 
does not count, save as an organism, in the most primitive 
communities. In other respects only the group counts; and 
the world of nature is categorized on the pattern of the 
structure of the social group. As for religion, souls and gods 
of one sort or another are merely representations of the same 
structure. In both cases, the way nature is conceived of and 
religious beliefs, the categories of thought are projections of 
the collective mind. The soul is the collective soul of the 
group; it is society itself, which is both in and outside any 
individual member of it; and hence it is immortal because, 
although its individual members die, the society itself is 
immortal. From the notion of soul the representation of a 
god develops when a certain degree of political complexity, 
individualization, and sophistication has been attained. 
Ultimately, however, all religious representations are an 
illusion by what Cornford calls herd-suggestion. So he con- 
cludes that ‘the first religious representation is a representa- 
tion of the collective consciousness itself — the only moral 
power which can come to be felt as imposed from without, 
and therefore need to be represented’. 2 

Valuable though the influence of the sociological, and 
especially Durkheim’s, approach to religion may have been 
in suggesting new ways of looking at the facts of classical 
antiquity, it must be admitted that such statements as those 
I have cited are little more than conjecture, indeed that 
they go far beyond the bounds of legitimate speculation. The 
evidence in support of them is by any critical standard both 
meagre and doubtful. 

The main exponent in more recent times of a sociological 
interpretation of primitive religion on this side of the Channel 

1 Ibid., p. 486. 2 F. M. Cornford, From Religion to Philosophy, 1912, p. 82. 


SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES 


74 

was the English Durkheimian (though I believe he owed as_ 
much, or more, to Herbert Spencer) A. R(TladchBe ^ro wnd-- 
He tried to restate Durkheim’s theory of totemism to make it 
more comprehensive, 2 though in doing so, in my opinion, 
he made nonsense of it. He wished to show that totemism was 
only a special form of a phenomenon universal in human 
society, it being a general law that any object or event which 
has important-effects on the material or spiritual well-being 
of a society tends to become an object of the ritual attitude 
(a very dubious generalization) . So people who depend on 
r- hunting and collecting for their survival have a ritual atti- 
,-tude to the animals and plants most useful to them. Totemism 
arises from this general attitude wh en soc ial segmentation 
takes place. In his discussion of totemism, Radcliffe-Brown 
steered clear of Durkheim’s explanation of its genesis in crowd 
psychology; but elsewhere, for example in his account of 
dancing among the Andaman Islanders, he takes up much the 
same position. 3 In the dance, he tells us, the personality of the 
individual submits to the action upon him by the community, 
and the harmonious concert of individual feelings and actions 
produces a maximum unity and concord of the community 
which is intensely felt by every individual member of it. That 
may, or may not, be the case among the Andamanese, but in 
one of my earliest papers I felt bound to protest against its 
acceptance as a generalization, for the dances I had observed 
in Central Africa were one of the most frequent occasions of 
— disharmony, and my subsequent experience has confirmed 
my youthful scepticism. 

A chain is tested by its weakest link. We see in RadclifFe- 
Brown’ s writings how unsatisfactory this sort of sociological 
explanation of religious phenomena can be. In one of his 
last public lectures, the Henry Myres Lecture, 4 he says that 

1 It is important in assessing Radcliffe-Brown’s position to know that he 
finished his research among the Andaman Islanders before he had become 
acquainted with Durkheim’s writings, under the influence of which he pub- 
lished the results of the research. 

2 A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, ‘The Sociological Theory of Totemism’, Fourth 
Pacific Science Congress, Java, 1929, iii, Biological Papers, pp. 295-309. 

3 Idem, The Andaman Islanders, 1922, pp. 246 ff. __ 

* Idem, ‘Religion and Society’, Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 
Boev (1945). 
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"religion is everywhere an expression of a sense of dependence 
-on a spiritual or moral power ou tside o urselves: surely, 
Schleiermacher and other philosophers apart, ~zf common- 
place from any pulpit. But Radcliffe-Brown was attempting 
to formulate a sociological proposition that goes far beyond 
this rather vague general statement. If Durkheim’s thesis 
\vere to be proved, it would have to be shown that the con- 
ception of the divine varies according to the different forms 
jof societies,, a task Durkheim did not undertake. So, says 
Radcliffe-Brown, since religion has the function of maintain- 
ing the solidarity of society, it must vary in form with types of J 
social structure. In societies with a lineage system we may i 
expect to find ancestor cult. The Hebrews and the city states ■ 
of Greece and Rome had national religions in conformity I 
with their types of political structure. This is really saying, as 
Durkheim said , that the entiti es po s tulat ed^y religion are 
nounore3han.-society_itseif, and the reasoning is at best no 
more than plausible. Where it ceases to be a statement of 
the obvious it is only t oo ofte n contradicted by the facts : for 
example, ancestor cult is ofte)n lfie'reli’gion _ of p copies lacking 
lineages, as among many African peoples; and perhaps the 
most perfect example of a lineage system is that of the Bedouin 
Arabs, who are Muslims. And have not both Christianity and 
Islam been adopted by peoples with quite different types of ■ 
social structure? 

There are grave objections to all the sort of^ociological 
(or should we say sociologistic?) exp lanation s weKavfi bfeefT 
considering, not the least beingThe inadequacy of the data, 
which, as I have earlier said, are often confused and confusing. 
Then, we have here to urge again, negative instances cannot 
just be ignored. They must be accounted for in terms of the 
theory put forward, or the theory must be abandoned. What 
about primitive peoples who have clans and no totems ; who 
have belief in the survival of the soul but no second obsequies 
or mortuary rites ; who do not associate the right orientation 
with superior moral qualities; who have lineages but no 
ancestor cult; &c.? By the time all the exceptions have been ' 
registered and somehow accounted for, the remains of the 
theories are little more than plausible guesses of so general 
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and vague a character that they are of little scientific value, 
all the more so in that nobody knows what to do with them, 
since they can neither be proved nor disproved in final 
analysis. If one were to test the theory of Durkheim and of 
Mauss about the origin and meaning of religion, how could 
it be either substantiated or shown to be wrong? If one were 
to challenge Hertz’s explanation of double obsequies, how 
could it be upheld, or for the matter of that shown to be un- 
true? How does one know whether religion maintains or does 
not maintain the solidarity of a society? All these theories 
may be true, but equally they may be false. Neat and con- 
sistent they may appear to be, but they tend to stultifyfurther 
inquiry, because in so far as they go beyond description of 
the facts and offer explanations of them, they do nof' easily 
permit experimental verification. The supposition that a 
certain kind of religion goes with, or is the product of, a 
certain type of social structure would only have a high degree 
of probability if it could be shown historically not only that 
changes in social structure have caused corresponding 
changes in religious thought, but also that it is a regular 
correspondence; or if it could be shown that all societies of 
a certain type have similar religious systems, which was an 
axiom for L evy- Bruhl, whose contribution to the discussion 
will be the subject of the next lecture. 

In concluding this one, passing attention might be called 
to the similarity some of the theories we have touched on 
bear to those of Marxist writers, or some of them, who in 
many ways present_the_mosf _ straightforward and lucid 
exposition of a sociological point of view. Religion is a form 
of social ‘ superstructure’ , it is a Imirror l' or ~~a ‘refl ection’" of 
social relations, which Themselves rest upon the basi c"~e~ecr-~ 
nomic. structure of society. The notions of ‘spirit’, ‘soul’, &c., 
derive from a time when there were clan leaders, patriarchs, 
‘in other words, when the dmironTof labdMedrto the segrega- 
tion of administrative work’. 1 Hence, religion begins with 
worship of ancestorsT'of-the elders of the clan : in origin it is 
‘a reflection of production relations (particularly those of 
master and servant) and the political order of society conditioned 

1 N. Bukharin, Historical Materialism. A System of Sociolog), 1925, p. 170. 
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by them’. 1 So, religion tends always to take the form of the 
_jxonomico-political structure of society, though there may be 
a^timeJag-jn-t-he- adjustment of the one to the other. In a 
society consisting of loosely connected clans^ religion assumes 
the form of polytheism; where there is a centralized monarchy, 
there is a single god; where there is a slave-holding com- 
mercial republic (as at Athens in the sixth century b.c.), 
the gods are organized as a republic. And so forth. It is, of 
course, true that religious conceptions can only be derivedTV-^' . 
from experience, and the experience of social relations must 
furnish a model for such conceptions. Such a theory may, at 
least sometimes, account for the conceptual forms taken by 
religion, but not for its origin, its function, or its meaning. 

In any case, neither ethnography nor history (e.g. it is quite 
untrue that, as Bukharin asserts, in the Reformation the 
ruling princes all sided with the Pope) 2 sustains the thesis. 

Though I cannot discuss the matter further here, I would 
suggest that in their general approach to the study of social 
phenomena there is much in common, though they are 
dressed differently, between the French sociological school and 
the Marxist theorists. Though the latter regarded Durkheim 
as a bourgeois idealist, he might well have written Marx’s 
famous aphorism, that it is not the consciousness of men that ^ ~V ' ■ 
determines their being but their social being which deter- 
mines their consciousness. Bukharin quotes Levy-Bruhl, to 
whom we next turn, with apparent approval. 

1 Ibid., pp. 1 70-1. 

* Ibid., p. 178. 
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LfiVY-BRUHL 

N O account of theories of primitive religion would be 
adequate which did not devote special and separate 
attention to Levy-Bruhl’s vohjjminous ^writings on 
primitive mentality, an expression which derives from the 
title of one of his books, La Mentalite primitive. Has conclusions 
about the nature of primitive thought were for many years 
a matter of lively controversy, and most anthropologists of 
the day felt constrained to take a swipe at him. After setting 
forth and criticizing his opinions, I shall make a brief review 
of what Pareto has to offer to our deliberations, partly be- 
cause he is a useful foil to Levy-Bruhl, and partly because what 
he has to say serves as a convenient bridge into the general 
discussion and summary which follow. 

Levy-Bruhl was a philosopher who had already made a 
big reputation by outstanding books on Jacobi and Comte 
before he turned his attention, as had his contemporary 
Durkheim, also a philosopher, to the study of primitive man. 
The publication of his La Morale et la science des moeuts in 
1903 marks the change in his interests towards the study of 
primitive mentality, which was to be his sole occupation till 
his death in 1939. Though his fun damental assumptions_are 
sociological, and he could - therefore be classed with those 
writers I have been speaking about, he does not fit too easily 
into their category, and he always refused to identify himself 
with the Durkheimian group j ^o-ituFsSIy in a formal sense 
""thalrhercambe called, as Webb calls him, one of Durkheim’ s 
collaborators. 1 He remained more of the philosopher pure 
and simple; hence his interest in primitive systems of thought 
rath^*(than in primitive in stituti ons. He held that one might 
as legitimately begin a study of social fife by analysis of ways 
of thought as(of ways of behaviour. Perhaps one should say 

1 C. C.J. Webb, Group Theories 0/ Religion and the Individual, 1916, pp. 13 and4i. 
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that he studkdJiiem-primarily~a& a logician, for the question 
of logic is a crucial one in his books, as indeed in a study of 
systems of thought it should be. 

His first two books about primitive peoples, translated into 
English under the titles of How Natives Think and Primitive 
Mentality, set forth the general theory of primitive mentality 
for which he became so well known. His later works were an 
amplification of it, though he seems in them also to have 
sl owly mo dified-his original views in the light of modern field 
reports, for he was z. modest and humble man. At the end 
rof his life hcTmay have reversed his position, or at any rate 
considered doing so, if one may judge from his posthumous 
Carnets. Nevertheless, it was his views as set forth in the earlier 
^Jiooks which constituted his distinctive theoretical contnDu-^ 
tion to anthropology, and it is therefore these I must discuss. 

Like Durkheim, he condemns the English School for tryin g— 
to explain social facts by processes of individ ual thought — 

, _j>their own^which are the product of different conditions 

, v ' from those which have moulded the minds they seek to 

understand. They think out how they would have reached 
beliefs and practices of primitive peoples, and then assume 
that these peoples must have reached them by those steps. 
In any case, it is useless to try to interpret primitive minds 
vTn terms of individual psychology. The mentality of the indi- 
vidual is derived from the col lective rep resentations of his 
society, which are obligatory for him; and these representa- 
tions are functions of institutions. Consequently, certain types 
of fepresentations, and fherefore certain ways of thinking, 
belong to certain types of social structure. In other words, 
—as social structures vary, so will the representations, and 
consequently the individual’s thinking. Every type of society 
has therefore its distinctive mentality, for each has its distinc- 
tive customs and institutions, which are fundamentally only 
a certain aspect of collective representations; they are, so to__ 
speakf^the rep resenta tions considered objectively. Levy- 
Bruhl did not mean by this that the representations of a 
people are any less real than their institutions. ~ 

Now, one can classify human societies into a number of 
different types, but, says Le^TBruKI7~considered in the 
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broadest possible way, there are two major typ es,,_th e primi - ' ' 1 
tive and the civilized, and there are two and opposed types of 
■thought corresponding to them, so we may speak of primitive 


mentality and civilized mentality, for they are different not 


merely in degree, but in quality. It will be observed that he 
wishes to emph asize the differenc es between civilized and 
' primitive peoples; this is perhaps the most important single 


observation to be made about his theoretical standpoint, 


and is what gives it much of its originality. For various 
reasons most writers about primitive peoples had tended to 
lay stress on the similarities, or what they supposed to be the 
similarities, between ourselves and them; and Levy-Bruhl 


thought it might be as well, for a change, to draw attention 
to the differences. The criticism often brought against him, 


that he did not perceive how very like primitives we are in 
many respects, loses much of its force, once we recognize his 
intention: he wanted to stress the differences, and in order 
\ to bring them out more clearly, he spotlighted them and 
'deft the similarities in shadow. He kn ew that he was making 
a distortion — what some people like to call an Ideal construct 
— but he never pretended to be doing any thing ^se,d'nd his 

procedure is methodolo gically jus tifiable. 

We mHEurope, says" Levy-Bruhl, have behind us many 
centuries of rigorous intellectual speculation and analysis. 
I Consequently, we are logically orientated, in the sense that 
we normally seek the causes of phenomena in natural pro- 
) cesses ; and even when we face a phenomenon which we can- 
/ not account for scientifically, we take it for.gr anted that this is 
[ only because our knowledge is insufficienp^Primitive thought 
j haTTan altogether different character. It is orientated towards 
the supernatural. 


The attitude of the mind of the primitive is very different. The 
nature ofthe milieu in which he lives presen ts itself to hi m in 
quite ji different way. Objects and beings are all involve d in a 
network of mysticaf 'participations and exclusions. It is these 
which constitute its- texture and order. It is then these which 


immediately impose themselves on his attention and which alone 
retain it. If a phenomenon interests mrn,TTKe is not content to 
perceive it, so to speak, passively and without reaction, he will 
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think at once, as by a sort of mental reflex, of an occult and in- ! 
visible power of which the phenomenon is a manifestation . 1 

And if it be asked why primitive peoples do not inquire, as f 
we do, into objective causal connexions, the answer is that I 
theyiare preyented from doing so by their collective represen- 
tations, which are prelogical and mystical. 

- These assertions were rejected out of hand by British an- 
thropologists, whose empirical tradition made them distrust 
anything in the nature of philosophical speculation. Levy- 
Bruhl was a mere armchair theorist who, like the rest of his 
French colleagues, had never seen a primitive man, far less 
talked to one. I think I may claim to be one of the few 
anthropologists here or in America who spoke up for him, 
not because I agreed with him, but because I felt that a~l 
scholar should be criticized for what he has said, and not 
for what he is supposed to have said. My defence had 
therefore to be exegetical , 2 an attempt to explain what Levy- 
Bruhl meant by his key expressions and concepts which 
evoked so much hostility: prelogical, mentality, collective 
representations, mystical, and participations. This termino- 
l ogy makes, at any rate for a British reader, his thought- 
obscure- so that one is often in doubt what he wished 


to say. 

Levy-Bruhl calls ‘prelogical’ those modes of thought 
rfmagico-religious thought, he did not distinguish between 
Htnagic and religion) which appear so true to primitive man 
and so absurd to the European. He means by this word 
something quite different from what his critics said he meant 
by it. He does not mean that primitives are incapable of 
thinking coherently, but merely that mos t of their <beHefS> 
are incompjtible with a c ritical and scientific view of“the 
ULuiverse. They also contain evident contradictions. He is 
not saying that primitives are unintelligent, but that their 
beliefs are unintelligible tons. This does not mean that we 
cannot follow their reasoning. We can, for they reason quite 

1 L. L6vy-Bruhl, La Mentality primitive, 14th edit. (1947), pp. 17-18. 

* E. E. Evans-Pritchard, ‘L6vy-Bruhl’s Theory of Primitive Mentality’, 
Bulletin ofthe Faculty of Arts, Egyptian University (Cairo), 1934. 
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logi cally ; but the y star t from different premisses, and pre- 
misses which are" to us absurd. They are reasonable, but 
they reason in^ategonesxlifFer entirom jour s . They are logical, 
but the principles of their logic are not ours, not those of 
Aristotelian logic. Levy-Bruhl does not hold that ‘logical 
principles are foreign to the minds of primitives ; a concep- 
tion of which the absurdity is evident the moment it is for- 
mulated. Prelogic al does no t mean alogical or anti-logical. 
Prelogical, applied to pr imitive mient aIIty7m eans~simplTthat 

it does not go out of its way, as we do, to avoid contradiction. 

Tt does not have always present th e sa me logical re quire- 
ments . What to our eyes is impossible or absurd it often 
accepts without seeing any difficulty involved.’ 1 Here Levy- 
] Bruhl was being too subtle, for he means by ‘prelogical’ 

I little more than unscientific or uncritical, thgt primii-ive man 
| is rational but unscientific . or uncritical. 

When he says that ‘primitive mentality’ or the ‘primitive 
mind’ is prelogical, hopelessly uncritical, he is not speaking 
of an individual’s ability, or inability, to reason, but of the' 
categories in which he reasons. He is speaking, not of a 
biological or psychological differenc e between primitives and 
ourselves, but of a social one. It follows, therefore, that he is 
also not speaking oFaTtype of mind such as some psycholo- 
gists and others have delineated : intuitive, logical, romantic, 
classical, and so on. What he is speaking about arejaxioms, 
values, and sentiments — more or less what are sometimes 
called p atterns o f thought — and he says that among primi- 
tive peoples these" tend to be mystical a nd therefore beyond 
verifica tion, impervious to experience, and indifferent to 
contradiction. Taking th.e same stand as Durkheim on this 
issue, he declares that they are social, not psychological, facts, 
and like ajl such are general, traditional, and obligatory. 

^ They are present before the individual who acquires them 
is born and they will be present after he is dead. Even the 
aflfecjtive— states_ which accompany the ideas are socially"' 
determined. In this sense, therefor e, a people’s mentality , 
is so mething objective , li it were simply aii individual 

1 LSvy-Bruhl, La Mentality primitive (The Herbert Spencer Lecture), 1931, 
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phenomenon, it would,-be^a- Subiective_pne.;^ i ts gen erality _ ' 

■m^eFiT'aiTo^ctfTO one. ^ ~ ~ , 

Theseffiodes'dr'patterns of thought which in their totality _ 
make up the mind or mentality of a people are what Levy- ~~ 

Bruhl calls collective representations, an expression in common 
use among French sociologists of the time, and a transla- 
tion, I think, of the German Vorstellung. It suggests some- 
thing very abstruse, whereas he means by it little more than 
what we call an idea , or a noti on, or a beli ef: and_when he 
s ays that a representa tion is collective,, he means no rnoretHan'T"] 
that it is common to . a.lLr,»or ,mn.st piern'henCoL^iinrlpiy._|i j 
Every society has its collective representations. Ours tend 
always to be critical and scientific, those of primitive peoples 
to be mystical. Levy-Bruhl would, I thiffiqhave agreed that 
for most people both alike are fiduciarf. _ 

If Levy-Bruhl had wished to'arouse an Englishman’s ■ 

worst suspicions, he could not have done better than he did 
by the use of the word ‘mystical’. Yet he makes it clear that 
he means no more by thisTerm than what English writers 
mean when they speak of belief in the supernatural— of magic 
and religion and so forth. He says ‘1 employ this term, for 
lack of a better, not with allusion to the religious mysticism of 
our own societies, which is somethi ng altogether -'different. v 
but in-the strictly defined sense whpreTVivstiral!j fe used for 
thq belief in forces, in influences, a nd in a ctions j mperceptible, -- Jyi? 
to te sensesTthough none the less real.’ 1 Now, the collec- 
tive representations of primitive peoples are pre-eminently 
concerned with these, imperceptible forces. Consequently, 
as soon as primitive man’s sensations become conscious 
perceptions, they are cojqured by the mystical ideas they 
evoke. They are immediately conceptualized in a mystical „ | 
category of thought. The concept dominates the sensation, ^ ' 1 

and imposes its image on it. One might say that primitive man f r ’ - 
sees an object as we see it, butJh e perceives i t differently, for 
as soon as he gives conscious attention to it, the mystical 
.idea of the object comes between him and the _object, and 
transforms its purely objective pro perties. We/jalso perceive 

1 L6vy- Bruhl, Les Fonctions mentales dans les socMtisinffrieures, 2nd edit. (1912), 

P-30- 
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in the object the collective representation of our culture. ^ 
but since that accords wifh its objective features, we perceive 19 
it objectively. The primitive man’s collective representation 
of it is mystical, and consequently he perceives it mystically 
land in a manner entirely foreign, and indeed absurd, to us. 
The mystical perception is immediate. Primitive man does 
not, ^Tor example, perceive a shadow and apply to it the 
doctrine of his society, according to which it is one of his 
souls. When he is conscious of his shadow he is aware of his 
sou l. We can best understand Levy-Bruhl’s view if we say r ^ 
that, in his way of looking at the matter, beliefs only arise-' 
late in the development of human thought, when perception 
and representation have already fallen apart. We can then 
say that a person perceives his shadow and believes it to be 
his soul. The question of belief does not arise among primitive 
peoples. The belief is contained in the shadow. The shadow 
is the belief. Trf the - same - ' way, a primitive man does not 
perceive a leopard and believe that it is his totem-brother. 

. — What he perceives is his totem-brother. The physical quali- 
ties of a leopard are fused in the mystical representation of 
totem, and are subordinated to it. ‘The reality’, says Levy- 
Bruhl, ‘in which primitives move is itself mystical. Not a 
being, not an object, not a natural phenomenon in their 
collective representations is what it appears to us. Almost all 
that we see in it escapes them, or they arei n different to it. _ 
On the other hand, they see in it many things which we do 
not even suspect.’ 1 ~\° v J 

He goes even further than this. He says not merely that the ) 

' perceptions of primitives e mbody ^ mystical representations,!/ 
but that it is the mystical -representations which evoke the 
S perceptions. In the stream of sensory impressions, only a few 
x become conscious ones. Men only notice or pay attention to 
C" a little of what they see and hear. What they pay attention . 
tiTlTselected on account of its greater affectivity. In other j 
words, a m an’s inte r ests are tlmselectiveagents, and these l 
are to a great extent sociall^d^erimnedTPrimitives pay V 
r j attention to phenomena on account of the mystical proper- 
■ ties their collective representations have endowed them with. 

1 Les Fonctions mentales, pp. 30-31. 
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The collective representations thus both control perception 
and are fused with it. Primitive peoples pay great attention 
to their shadows precisely, because, in their representations, v 
their shadows are their souTsT We do not do so, because a 
shadow is nothing positive jfor us, just a negation of light; and / 
t heir and our re pre^ntatidijs in this matter are mutually ( 
exclusive . So, it is noTToTnCrchThaF jfcrception of a shadow \ 
causes the belief (that what is perceived is the soul) to enter f 
into consciousness, but rather the belief that causes primitive / 
man to pay attention to his shadow. Collective representa- 1 
tions, by the v^ue ffiey give to phenomena, direct attention V 
to them, and since representations differ widely between 
rude and civilized peoples, what they notice in the^ world j 
around them will be differ entor at least tHe jreasonk for 
tKo!Tp'ayrng _ att'e'ntibiFfb^Kehomena will be different. 

The representations of primitive peoples Have a quality of 
their own, namely the quality of being mystical, which is 
quite foreign to our own representations, and therefore we 
may speak of primitive mentality as somethin g' ^' generis. ~ ~ 
The logical principle of these mystical representations is what 
Levy-Bruhi calls the lawofljmystical participation. The col- 
lective representations of primitive peoples consist of a net- 
work of participations which, since the representations are 
mystical, are mystical also. In primitive thought, things are 
connected so that what affeqff one is b eli eve d to a ffecto tliers, 
not objectively but by mysticalTaction (though primitive man 
himself does not distinguish between objective and mystical 
action) . Primitive peoples, indeed, are often more concerned 
about what we would call the supra-sensiHIeHor,~ToTise 
Levy-Bruhl’s term, mystical, relations between things than 
about what wtAwould call the objective relations between 


about what we*would call the objective relations between 
them. To take theTexample I have used before, some primi- 
tive peoples partici pate in their shadows, so what affects 
their shadow? affects them. Hence it would be fatal for a man 
to cross an open space at midday, because he would lose his 
shadow. Other primitive peoples participate in their names, 
and they will therefore not reveal them, for were an enemy 
to learn a name, he would have the owner of it also in 
his power. Among other peoples, a man participates in his 
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child, so when the child is sick he, and not the child, drinks 
the medicine. These participations form the structure of 
categories in which primitive man moves and out” ot which Tus" 
social personality is built. There are mystical participations 
between a man and the land on which, he dwells, between a 
man and his chief, a man ,ancLhis kin, a man and his totem, 
and so on, covering every side of his life. 

( It may here be noted that, while Levy-Bruhl’s participa- 
tions resemble the associations ofideas of Tylor and Frazer, 
the conclusions he draws from them” are very different to 
j theirs. For Tylor and Frazer primitive man beheves in magic 
i because he reasons incorrectly from m^observations. For 
1 Levy-Bruhl he reasons incorrectly because his reasoning is 
determined by the mystical representations of his society. 

,1 Th e first is an expla nation in terms of i ndMduaLpsyeholo.gy^ 
the second a sociological explanation. Levy-Bruhl is cer- 
tainly ^ 'coiTecfm^T^'M any given individual is concerned, 
for the individual learns th e patterns ofjt h ought. in which, 
and by which, mystical connexions are established. He does 
not deduce them from his own observations. 


Levy-Bruhl’s discussion of the law of mystical participa- 
tion is perhaps the most valuable, as well as being a highly 
original, part of his thesis. He was one of the first, if not the 
Op*' first, to emphasize that primitive ideas, which seem so strange 
./ to us, and indeed sometimes idiotic, when considered as 
isolated facts, are meaningful when seen as parts of patterns 
k ~ ^ of ideas and behaviour, each part h aving an in telligible 

relationship to the others. He recognized that values form 
•iJsfnL , - — -T sys^po-s-ay tx^^^ thelogfcal constructions of the intellect, • 

tfS^BiCTeTs ar logic of sentiments as well as of reason, though 
l * based on a different principle. His analysis' is not like the 
just-so stories we have earlier considered, for he does not try 
JjL V to explain primitive magic and religion by a theory purport- 
J ing to show how they might have come about, what is their 
* ^ ^ cause or origin. He takes them as given, and seeks only to show 

\ their structure and the way in which they are evidence of a 
\ distinctive mentality common to all societies of a certain type. 

' In order to emphasize the distinctiveness of this mentality, 
he made out that primitive thought in general differs alto- 
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gether, i n quality and not just in degree, from our own (even 
though tEere may be people in our own society who think and 
feel like primitives, and^^SJ^Basaji. there may be a sub- 
stratum-of primitive mentality), and this, his main theme, 
cannot be sustained; and at the end of his life he himself 
appears to have abandoned it. If it were true, we would 
scarcely be able to communicate with primitives, even to learn 
their languages. The single fact that we can do so shows that 
Lew-Bruhl was maki ng too strong a contras t between the 
primitive and the civilized. His error was partly due to the 
poverty of the material at his disposal when he first formu- 
lated his theory, and to the double selection, to which I have 
earlier referred, of the curious and the sensational at the 
expense of the mundane and matter-of-fact. Then, when 
Levy-Bruhl contrasts us with primitives, who are we . and 
, who are the primitives? He does not distinguishbe tween the 
different sorts of us, t he differen t_social and occupational 
strata of our society, more pronounced fifty years ago than 
today ;Tror~ EHwee~n us at diff erentjaerio ds of our hist ory. In 
his sense of the word, did the philosophers of the Sorbonne 
and the Breton peasantry, or the fishermen of Normandy, 
have the same m entality? And, si nce the modfi.r .nJE ]j.m.ppan 
.developed from barbarism,- from a type of society charac- 
terized by primitive mentality, how and when did our 
_ ancestors pass from the one to the other? Such a development 
could not have taken place at all unless our primitive fore- 
bears, side by side with their mystical notions, had (also) a 
body of empirical knowledge to guide them : and Levy” 
Fruhl'Eas to accept that savages sometimes wake from their 
dreams, thatjLis.jaecessary-in,.the_peiformance of the ir 
technical activities that ‘the representations coincide in some 
essential points with objective reality, and that the practices 
are, at a certain moment, effectively adapted to the ends 
pursued’. 1 But he does so only as a minor concession, and 
without prejudice to his position. Yet it is self-evident that, 
far from being such children of fancy as he makes them out 
to be, they have less chance to be than we, for they live 
closer to the harsh realities of nature, which permit su rviva l- 

1 Les Fonctions mentales, pp. 354-5. 
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onl yjto those who are guided in their pursuits by observa- 
tion, experiment, and reason. 

One might further inquire into which class Plato falls, or 
! the symbolic thought of Philo and Plotinus; and all the more 
so in thatTamong his examples of primitive mentality, we 
find such peoples as the Chinese included with Polynesians, 
Melanesians, Negroes, American Indians, and Australian 
Blackfellows. It must also be remarked once again that, as . 
in so many anthropological theories, negat ive insta nces are 
ignored. For example, many primitive peoples do not at all 
bother about their shadows or their names, yet typologically, 
on his own classification, they belong to the same class of 
societies as those who do. 

There is no reputable anthropologist who today accepts 
this theory of two distinct types of mentality. All observers 
who have made lengthy first-hand studies of primitive peoples 
are agreed that they are for t he most parF^teTes-te drln 
practical aff airs, which they conduct __in_ _ an empm caT 
manner, either without the least reference to supra-sensible 
forces, influences, and actions, or in a way in which these 
have a subordinate and auxiliary role. It may be noted also 
that what Levy-Bruhl defines as ^the most fundamental 
feature of primitive, or prelogical, mentality, its failure to 
perceive, or its lack of concern at, evident contradictions, is 
very largely illusory.^He is perhaps not entirely to blame for 
not seeing it to be such, for the results of intensive modern 
field research had not been published when he wrote his 
best-known works. He could not then, I think, have realized 


that, at any rate to a large degree, the contradiction s onl^ 
appear to be glaring when t he European observer sets'flbwn 
side by side beliefs which in reality are found in different 
situations and at different levels of experience. Nor perhaps 
could he have appreciated, as well as we can today, that V 
mystical representations are not necessarily aroused by ( 
objects outside their use in ritual situations, th at they are / 
jiot,as it were, inevita bly evo ked by the objects. For example, J 
some peoples put stones in the forks of trees to delay the 
setting of the sun; but the stone so used is casually picked up, 
and has only a mystical significance in, and for the purpose 


LfiVY-BRUHL 


and duration of, the rite. The sight of this or any other stone 
in any other situation does not evoke the idea of the setting 
sun. The association, as I pointed out in discussing 'Frazer, 
is brought about by the rite , and need not in other situations 
arise. It may be observed also that objects such as fetishes and 
idols are humanly constructed, and in their material selves 
have no significance : th ey only acquire that when they are 
endowed with supernatural power t hrough a rite which, 
also by human agency, infuses in them that power, object 
and its virtue thus being separated in the mind. Then again, 
in childhood, mystical notions cannot be evoked by objects 
which for adults have mystical significance, for the child does 
not yet know them L and he may not even noticcT the objects— 
a child, at least very often with us, one day discovers his 
shadow. Moreover, objects which have mystical value fof~ 
some people have none at all for others — a totem sacred to 
one clan is eaten by members of other clans in the same, 
community. Such considerations suggest that a more subtler 
interpretation is required. Again, I believe thatliTthe time 
he wrote he could not have made, as we can make today, due 
allowance for the v ast complexi ty and rich symbolism of 
primitive languages and of the though t they^exgress. What 
appear to beTTopeless contradictions when translated into 
English may not appear so in the native language. When, 
for instance, a native statement is translated that a man of 
such-and-such a clan is a leopard, it appears to us to be 
absurd, but the word he uses which we translate by ‘is’ may 
not have the same meaning for him that the word ‘is’ has for 
us. In any case, there is no inherent contradiction in saying - ' 
that a man is a leopard. The leopard quality is s omething 
^a ejde.ij , in thought to the human attributes, and does not^ 
detract from them. Things may be thought of in different 
ways in different contexts. In one sense it is on e thing, and in 
another sense it is something more than that thing. 

Livy^BruEil is also wrong in supposing that there is neces- ' 
sarily a contradiction between an objective causal explanation | 
and a mystical one. It is not so. The two kinds of explanation 
can be, as indeed they are, held together, the one supple- 
menting the other; and they are not therefore exclusive. For 
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C example, the dogma that death is due to witchcraft does not 
exclude the observation that the man was killed by a buffalo. 
For Levy-Bruhl there is here a contradiction, to which 
natives are indifferent. But no contradiction is involved, 
r— On the contrary, the natives are making a very acute analysis 
| of the situation. They are perfectly well aware that a buffalo 
I killed the man, but they hold that he would not have been 
L- killed by it if he had not been bewitched. Why otherwise 
should he have been killed by_jt, w hy he and not someone 
else, why by that b uffa lo and not by another, why at that 
, time and place and not at another? They are asking why, as 
f we would put it, two independent chains of events crossed 
\ each other, bringing a certain man and a certain buffalo into 
J i h single point of time and space. You will agree that there 
/ /is no contradiction here, but that on the contrary the witch- 
A j craft explanation supplement s that of natural causation, 

\ acc ounting for wha t-A^-would: call the element of'chance. 
TEe^witchcraft caus e of the accddent-is^mph«sizedTDec^'sef^-- 
of the two causes, only the m ystical one permits interven tion, 
vengeance on a witch. The same mixture of empirical 
knowledge and mystical notions may be found in primitive 
ideas about procreation, drugs, and other matters. The 
f objective properties of things and natural causation of events 
) may be kiiown, but are__n ot soc ially emphasized or are 
/ deniedTSecause they conflict with some~s5Cial"dbgma which 
is in accordance with some institution, mystical belief being 
in these circumstances more appropriate than empirical 
V knowledge. Indeed, we may again assert that if this were 
not sait would be difficult to see how scientific thought could 
ever have emerged. Moreover, a social representation is not 
acceptable if it conflicts with individual experience, unless 
the conflict can be accounted for in terms of the representa- 
tion itself or of some other representation, the explanation 
then being, however, acknowledgement of the conflict. A 
representation which asserts that fire does not burn the 
hand thrust into it would not long survive. A representation 
.jwhich asserts that it will not burn you if you have sufficient 
^ faith may survive. Indeed, Levy-Bruhl, as we have seen, 
admits that mystical thought is conditioned bv e xperien ce. 
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that in activities such as war, hunting, fishing, treatment of 
ailments, and divination means must be rationally adapted 
to ends. 

Levy-Bruhl, it is now, I think, unanimously agreed among 
anthropologists, made primitive peoples f ar more supersti- 

tious, to use a commoner word than prelogical, t han they 

really are; and he made the contrast more glaring between 
tHeir mentality and ours by presenting us as more pos itivi stic 
jhan most of us are:. From my talks with him I would say 
that in this matter he felt himself in a quandary. For him, 
Christianity and Jud aism were also s uperstition s, indicative 
of prelogical andlmystieal^^ and on his definitions 

necessarily so. But, I think in order not to cause offence, he 
, made no allusion to them. So he excluded the mystical in f 
' our own culture as rigorously as he excluded the empirical in j < 
savage cultures. This failure to take into account the beliefs ^ 
and rites of the vast majority of his fellow countrymen vitiates i 
his argument. And he himself, as Bergson naughtily observed, -- 
in constant accusing primitive m an of not attributing- any 
ev ent t o chance, ^accepted chance. He thereby placed him- | 
self, on his owrrshowing, in the prelogical class. I 

However, this does not mean that, in his sense of the word, 
primitive thought is not more ‘mystical’ than ours. The 
contrast Levy-Bruhl makes is an exaggeration, but, all the 
same, p rimitive magic an d religion confront us with a real 
. problem, and not one imagined by the French philosopher. 
Men with long experience of primitive peoples have felt 
confounded by it; and it is true that primitives often, and 
especially _in misfortunes, attribu te e vents to supra-sensible 
force s where we, with our greater knowledge, account for 
them by natural causation, or seek to do so. But, even so, 

I think that Levy-Bruhl could have posed the problem to 
better advantage. It is not so much a question of primitive 
versus civilized mentality as th e relation of tw Q_tvp£S„of 
t hought-t n fpvh ffthftr in any sncifty. whether primitive or 
civilized, a problem of levels. _of t houg ht and experience. It 
was because Levy-Bruhl was" dominated, as were almost all 
writers of the period, by notions of evolution and inevitable 
progress that he did not appreciate this. Had he not been 
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so positivistic in his own representations, he might have 
asked himself, not what are the differences between civilized 
and primitive modes of thought, but what are thefunctions 
of the two kinds o f thoug ht in any, society, or ixT'htim'ah 
"soci ety in g eneral — the kinds associated with what are some- 
times distinguished as the ‘expressive 5 and the ‘instru- 
n^entaliCb The problem would then have appeared to him 
in a rather different light, as it appeared in various forms to 
Pareto, Bergson, William James, Max Weber, and others. I 
can best present it in a preliminary way by a brief discussion 
of what Pareto says of civilized thought, for his treatise forms 
an ironical commentary on Levy-Bruhl’ s thesis. Levy-Bruhl 
says of the mentality of our society ‘I consider it as well 
enough defined by the works of philosophers, logicians, and 
psychologists, ancient and modern, without prejudging what 
a later sociological analysis may modify in the conclusions 
reached by them up to now .’ 2 Pareto draws on European 
writings, by philosophers and others, to prove that the men- 
tality of Europeans is very largely irrational, or, as he calls it, 
non-logico-experimental. V . - • 

^ In Vilfredo Pareto’s vast Trattato di sociologia generate, 
translated into English under the title of The Mind and Society, 
_over a million words are devoted to an analysis of feelings 
and ideas. I am only going to speak of that part of his treatise 
which has some relevance to the subject of primitive men- 


tality. He, also juses a pecu li ar terminology . There are in any 
society Tesidues 5 — for convenience we may call th em senti- 
ments — some of which make fOT SOciaTstability, and - ot'Kers 
v —Tor^social change. Sentiments are expressed in behaviour 
1 and also in ‘derivations’ (what other writers call ideologies 
or rationalizations). Now, most actions , in which term 
Pareto jicludes thought, which express these residues or 
sentiments are non-logico-experimental (non-logical, for 
short), and they must be distinguished from logico-experi- 
mental (for short, logical) actions. Logical thought depends 
on facts and not the facts on itywhereas non-logical thought 


See J. Beattie for a recent discussion of this distinction in Other Cultures , 
1964, chap. xii. 

2 Les Fonctions mentales, p. 2 1 . 
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is accepted a priori , and dictates to experience; and should it 
conflict wjth experience, arguments are evoked to re-establish 
accord. 'Logical actions (and thought) are connected with 
arts, sciences, and economics, and are also exemplified in 
military,' legal, and political operations. In other social 
processes non-logical actions (and thought) predominate. 
The test of whether actions are logical or non-logical is 
whether their subjective purpose accords with their objec- 
tive-results, whether means are objectively adapted to ends; 
and the sole judge of this test must be modern science, 
that is, the factual knowledge we ourselves at any time 
possess. ' 

By ‘non-logical’ Pareto does not mean, any more than 
Levy-Bruhl meant by prelogical, that thought and action 
so classed are illogical, but sim ply that they only s ubjectively. 
and pat- ob kc-tiveLy^conioiii means,, to ends /Nor miisTwe" 
confuse the issue with that of utility. An objectively valid ■ 
belief may not have utility for the society or for the individual 
who holds it, whereas a doctrine which is absurd from a/ 
logico-experimental standpoint may be beneficial to both .- 1 
Indeed, Pareto states it as his aim to demonstrate experiment- 
ally ‘the individual and social utility of non-logical conduct ’. 1 
(The same point has, of course, often been made, by Trazer, 
for example, who tells us that at a certain level of culture 
government, private property, marriage, and respect for 
human life ‘have derived much of their strength from beliefs 
which nowadays we should condemn unreservedly as super- 
stitious and absurd’. 2 ) 

Moreover, the search for causes , however imaginary those 
found may turn out to be, has led to the discovery of real ones 
eventually: ‘if one were to assert that* but for theology and 
metaphysics, experimental science would not even exist, one 
could not be easily confuted. Those three kinds of activity 
are probably manifestations of one same psychic state, on 
the extinction of which they would vanish simultaneously.’^ 

1 V. Pareto, The Mind and Society, 1935, p. 35. See also his Le Mythe vertuiste 
et la literature immorale, 1911. 

2 Frazer, Psyche’s Task, 1913, p. 4. 

3 Pareto, The Mind and Society, p. 591. 



94 


LfiVY-BRUHL 


But all the same, how does it come about that people 
I capable of logical behaviour so often act in a non-logical 
I manner? Tylor and<j[raze^ say it is because they reason 
j erroneously; Marett, Mafinoswki, and Freud say it is to 
! relieve'tensions ; Levy-Bruhl, and in a sense Durkheim, say 
it is~b?cause collective representations direct their thought. 

' Pareto says it is on accounr'of-their residues. f have'substi- 
tuted for this word ‘sentiments’, and Pareto himself often 
uses the words interchangeably; but strictly speaking, Pareto’s 
residues are the common elements in forms of thought and 
action, uniformities abstracted from observed behaviour 
and speech, and sentiments are conceptualizations of these 
abstractions, constant attitudes which, though we cannot 
observe them, we may assume to exist from the constant ele- 
ments observed in behaviour. Thus, a residu e is an abstrac- 
tion from observed behaviour, and a sentime nt is a higher 
level of abstraction — an hypothesis. An example may help 
here. Men have always feasted, but many different reasons 
have been given for their banquets. ‘Banquets in honour of 
the dead become banquets in honour of the gods, and then 
again banquets in honour of saints; and then finally they go 
backhand become merely commemorative banquets again. 
Eorms ’ ca n be changed, but it is mu ch more, difficult to sup- 
i p ress~tHe~~bana u ets.’ 1 In Pareto’s language, the FanquefTs " 
the residue and thereason for holding iHs the derivation. 
It is no special sort ofMnquet, but simply the act of banquet- 
ing in all times and in all places, which constitutes the resi-^ 
due. The comtanj ^attit ucje which lies behind this constant 
element in banqueting is what Pareto calls a sentiment. 
Nevertheless, so long as we know we are writing shorthand, 
sentiment may be used for both the abstraction and the con-' 
ceptualization of it. Also, strictly speaking, Pareto’s deriva- 
tions are the inconstant elements in action, but as these are so 
often the reasons given for doing something, in contrast to the 
constant element, the doing of it, Pareto generally uses the 
word to denote the reasons people give for their behaviour. 
Sentiment is thus expressed both in action and in the 
rationalization of it, because men have not only need for 
1 The Mind and Society, p. 607. 
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action but also need to intellectualize it, to justify themselves | 
for performing it, whether by sound or absurd arguments | 
matters little. Residue and derivation are thus both derived 
from sentiment, but the derivation is secondary and the less 
important. It is therefore useless to interpret behaviour by 
the reason men give to explain it. On this point Pareto 
severely criticized Herbert Spencer and Tylor, for deriving 
cults of the dead from the reasons given, namely that souls 
and ghosts exist. We should rather say that the cults give 
rise to the reasons, which are only rationalizations of what 
is done. He likewise criticized Fustel de Coulanges for 
saying that ownership of land arose as a consequence of a 
religious idea, the belief that the ancestral ghosts lived in 
the ground, whereas ownership of land and religion are 
likely to have developed side by side, the relationship be- 
tween religion and ownership, of land-being one of reciprocal 
interdependence and not^a s imp le, one-way, cause-and- 
gffe ct one. But though ideologies mayFxact on~senHmen-ts, 
it is the sentiments, or perhaps we should here say the 
residues, the constant modes of behaviour, which are basic 
and durable, and the ideas, the derivations, are, as it were, 
merely an attachment, and a variable and inconstant one. 
Ideologies change, but the sentiments which give rise to them 
remain unchanged. The same residue may even give rise to 
opposed derivations: for example, what Pareto calls the sex 
residue may be expressed in violent hatred of all sexual mani- 
festations. The derivations are always dependent on the' 
residues, and not the residues on them. People give all sorts j 
of reasons for dispensing hospitality, but all insist on the 
hospitality. The giving of it is the residue, the reasons for 
giving it are the derivations, and they matter little, almost 
any reason serving the purpose equally well. So, if you can | 
convince a man that his reasons for doing something are 1 
erroneous, he will not stop doing it, but will find some other ; 
reasons to justify his conduct. Here Pareto, rather unex- . 
pectedly, quotes Herbert Spencer approvingly when he says 
that not ideas but feelings, to which ideas serve only as a 
guide, govern the world, or perhaps we should say feelings 
expressed in action, in the residues. 
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Logically [Pareto wrote], one ought first to believe in a given 
religion and then in the efficacy of its rites, the efficacy, logically, 
being the consequence of the belief. Logically, it is absurd to offer 
a prayer unless there is someone to hearken to it. But non-logical 
conduct is derived by a precisely reverse process. There is first 
an instinctive belief in the efficacy of a rite, then an ‘explanation’ 
of the belief is desired, then it is found in religion . 1 

There are certain elementary types of behaviour, found 
in, all societies in similar situations and directed towards 
similar objects. These, the residues, are relatively constant, 
since they spring from strong sentiments. The exact manner 
in which the sentiments are expressed, and in particular the 
ideologies which accompany their expression, are variable. 
Men in each society express them in the particular idiom of 
their culture. Their interpretations ‘assume the forms that 
are most generally prevalent in the ages in which they are 
evolved. These are comparable to the styles of costume 
worn by people in the periods corresponding .’ 2 If we want 
to understand human beings, therefore, we must always get 
behind their ideas and study their behaviour; and^oncgjye 

^recogmzejfhat sentiments contr ol behaviour, it is not d iffi^ _ 

cult for u s to unde rstajqiBlIheTiHSoris-of-meiLolremote tames, 
bec ause re^dues change^little — through- centuries] even 
millennia. If this were not so, how could we still enjoy"tEe 
poems of Homer and the elegies, tragedies, and comedies of 
the Greeks and Romans? They express sentiments in which, 
in great part at least, we share. Social forms remain, s avs 
Pareto, fundamentally the same: o nl y the cultural i rlin.m -in 
wh ich they are express erl-chanp-es. Pareto’s conclusion maybe 
summarized in the dictum ‘human nature does not change’, 
or, in his own words, ‘ derivations vary, the residue endu resLj 
Pareto thus agrees with those who hold that in the begin- 
ning was the deed. 

Pareto, like Crawley, Frazer, Levy-Bruhl, and others of 
their period, was a scissors-and-paste writer, taking his 
examples from here, there, and everywhere, and fitting them 
into a rather elementary classification; and his judgements 


1 The Mind and Society, p. 569. 
3 Ibid., p. 660. 


2 Ibid., p. 143. 
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_are shallow. Nevertheless, his treatise is of interest to us 
because, although he does not discuss primitive peoples in it, 
it has some relevance to Levy-Bruhl’s presentation of their 
mentality. Levy-Bruhl tells us that primitives are prelogical 
in contrast to us, who are logical. Pareto tells us that we s ~ 
are, for the most part, non-logical. TKeblogy, metaphysics, I 
socialism, paTfilfmenf^demPrfac^ universal suffrage, repub- 
lics, progress, and what have you, are quite as irrational as 
anything primitiyes believe in, in that they are the product I 
of faith £nd ; sentiment, and not of experiment and reasoning^ 
And the same may be said of most of our ideas and actions : 
our morals, our loyalties to our families and countries, and 
so forth. In his volumes Pareto gives logical notions and be- 
haviour in European societies about as much space as Levy- 
Bruhl gives them in primitive societies. We may be a little 
more critical and sensible than we used to be, but not so much 
as to' make a big difference. The relative' areas of the logico-\ 
experimental and the non-logico-experimental are fairly J 
constant throughout history and in all societies. 

But, though Pareto’s conclusions are thus contradictory i 
to those of Levy-Bruhl, some resemblance between the 1 
analytical concepts they employ may be noted. ‘Non-logico- 
experimental’ corresponds to ‘prelogical’, ‘residues’ corre- 
spond to ‘mystical participations’; for, for Pareto, residues 
are abstractions of relational elements common to all soci- 
eties when variable accretions have been removed, such as 
relations with family and kin, places, the dead, and so forth. 

P airiculax- p arti r . ip atiens — of a man in his count ry’ s flag , in 
his ch urch, in his school, in his regiment, the network of 

sentiments in which modern man lives — would be, for 

Pareto, deri vations . And, in general, we may say that his ' 
‘derivations’ correspond to Levy-Bruhl’ s ‘collec tive r epresent 
tations’. Also, both wanted to make the same point, that, 
outsid e empirical or scientific behaviour, people aim at en- 
suring that their , notions and conduct shall be in accord wittj 
sentiments and values, and they do not worry whether their 
premissesaxFlcientifically valid or their inferences entirely 
logical; and these sentiments and values for m_a sys tem of 
thought with a logic of its own. Any occurrence is at once 
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interpreted, as Levy-Bruhl puts it, in terms of collective 
^r^prSsentations, and as Pareto puts it, in terms of deriva- 
tions — in the logic of representations or of sentiments which 
underlie the derivations. I t is the y, and not science, which 
set the s tandar d for hvingT TtTs only, as Pareto sees it, in the 
technologicanHd that science has gained ground from 
sentiment in modern society. Hence our difficulty in under- 
standing primitive magic and witchcraft, while we readily 
understand most of the other notions of primitive peoples, 
since they accord with sentiments we ourselves have. ^Senti- 
ment^ are superior to.bare. observation and. experiment^ and 
( they dictate to them in ordinary everyday life. 

The main theoretical differences between the two authors 
are that Levy-Bruhl regarded mystical thought and be- 
haviour as SQciallyMjetermine^^hile Pareto regarded it as 
psychologically determined; that Levy-Bruhl tended to, see 
behaviour as a product of thought, of representations^/ hile 
Pareto treated thought, derivations, as secondary and un- 
important; and that, while Levy-Bruhl opposed primitive 
mentality to civilized mentality, in Pareto’s view^ basic 
sentiments are constant, and_ _do not var y, or at least . not 
greatly. witff tvpes'bT social struc ture. It is the last difference 
that I wish particularly to stressTTor, in spite of his super- 
ficiality and vulgarity and the confusion of his thoughts, 
Pareto saw the problem correctly. In an address delivered 
in Lausanne, he said: 

Hum an activity has two main branches : that of sentiment and 
that of experimental research. One cannot exaggerate the impor- 
tance of the first. It is sentiment which impels to action, which 
gives life to moral rules, to duty, and to religions, under all their 
so complex and so various forms. It is by. . aspiration to the idea l 
that human societies subsist and progress. But the second branch 
is also essential for these societies; it p rovide gJffe_material which 
the first make s use of: we owe to it tl^knowledge which makes for 
Efficacious action and useful modification of sentiment, thanks to 
which it adapts itself little by little, very slowly, it is true, to pre- 
vailing circumstances. All the sciences, the natural as well as 
^-•''the social, have been in their beginnings, a mixture of sentiment 
and experiment. Centuries have been necessary to bring about a 
separation of these elements, which, in our time, is almost entirely 
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accomplished for the natural sciences and which has begun and 
continues for the social sciences . 1 

It was his intention to study t he part p layed by: logical and 
non-Iogical thought and action in the same type of culture 
and society, Europe ancient and modern, but he did not 
carry it out. He wrote at enormous length about what he 
regarded as fallacious beliefs and irrational behaviour, but 
he tells us very little about common sense and scientific 
-beliefs and empirical behaviour. So, just as Levy-Bruhl 
leaves us with the impression of primitives who are almost 
continuously engaged in ritual and under the dominance 
of mystical beliefs, Pareto leaves us with the impression of 

Europeans at all periods of their history at the mercy o£ _ 

sentiments, expressed in a vast variety of what he considers 
to be absurd notions and actions. 

1 Address. Journal d’ Economic Politique, 1917, pp. 426 ff. Appendix to G. C. 
Homans and C. P. Curtis, An Introduction to Pareto. His Sociology, 1 934. 
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CONCLUSION 

I have given you an account, with some illustrations, of 
various types of theory which have been put forward to 
explain the religious beliefs and practices of primitive 
man. For the most part the theories we have been discussing 
are, for anthropologists at least, as dead as mutton, and to- 
j day are chiefly of interest as specimens of the thought of 
I their time. Some of the books — those, for example, of Tylor, 

’ Frazer, and Durkheim — will doubtless continue to be read 
as classics, but they are no longer much of a stimulus for the 
student. Others — for example, Lang, King, Crawley, and 
Marett — have more or less passed into oblivion. That these 
theories no longer make much appeal is due to a number of 
factors, a few of which I shall mention. 

One reason is, I believe, that religion has ceased to occupy 
men’s minds in the way it did at the end of last, and at 
the beginning of this, century. Anthropological writers then 
felt that they were living at a momentous crisis in the history 
of thought, and that they had their part to play in it. Max 
Muller remarked in 1878 that ‘Every day, every week, every 
month, every quarter, the most widely read journals seem 
just now to vie with each other in telling us that the time for 
religion is past, that faith is a hallucination or an infantile 
disease, that the gods have at last been found out and ex- 
ploded . . . . 5l Crawley wrote, twenty-seven years later, in 
1905, that the enemies of religion ‘have developed the oppo- 
sition of science and religion into a deadly struggle, and 
the opinion is everywhere gaining ground that religion is a 
mere survival from a primitive and mythopoeic age, and its 
extinction only a matter of time’. 2 1 have discussed elsewhere 3 

1 Lectures on the Origin and Growth of Religion , 1878, p. 218. 

2 Crawley, The Tree of Life, 1905, p. 8. 

3 Evans-Pritchard, ‘Religion and the Anthropologists’, Blackfriars, Apr. 
i960, pp. 104-18. 
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the part played by anthropologists in this struggle, so I do 
not pursue the matter any further. I mention it here only 
because I think that the crisis of conscience to some extent 
accounts for the efflorescence of books on primitive religion 
during this period, and also that the passing of the crisis may 
account in some degree for the absence among later genera- 
tions of anthropologists of the passionate interest their pre- 
decessors had in the subject. The last book in which one 
senses a feeling of urgency and conflict is S. A. Cook’s The 
Study of Religion, finished and published when the calamity 
of 1914 had already fallen. 

There were other reasons why the debate abated. Anthro- 
pology was becoming an experimental subject, and as field 
research developed, both in quality and in quantity, what 
appeared to be more in the nature of philosophical specula- 
tion on the part of scholars who had never seen a primitive J 
people was at a discount. It was not merely that facts revealed j 
by modern research only too often cast doubt on earlier 
theories , but that the theories came to be seen to have faulty 
construction. When anthropologists attempted to make use 
of them in their field studies, they found that they had little 
experimental value, because they were formulated in terms 
which seldom permitted their being broken down into prob- 
lems which observation could solve, so they could not be 
proved either true or false. What use as a guide to field 
research are Tylor’s and Muller’s and Durkheim’s theories 
of the genesis of religion? 

'Lt is the word genesis bn which emphasis is placed. It was 
because explanations of religion were offered in terms of 
orig ins that these theoretical debates, once so full of life and 
fire, eventually subsided. To my mind, it is extraordinary 
that anyone could have thought it worth while to speculate 
about what might have been the origin of some custom or 
belief, when there is absolutel y no j neans of disco vering, in i 
the absence oThistoTicaUevidence, what was its origin. And V 
yet this is what almost all our authors explicitly or implicitly 
'did, whether their theses were psychological or sociological; 
even those most hostile to what they dubbed pseudo-history 
were not immune from putting forward similar explanations 
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themselves. A long essay might be written about the appal- 
- , ling confusion in these discussions with regard to the ideas 
of evolution, development, history, progress, primitive, origin, 
genesis, and cause, and I do not propose to unravel it. It must 
suffice to say that there is little or nothing one can do with 
such theories. 

So many examples have already been given that I cite only 
one more. Herbert Spencer- and Lord Avebury accounted 
for totemism by a theory which postulated that it originated 
in the practice of naming individuals, for one reason or 
another, after animals, plants, and inanimate objects. Let 
us follow Avebury: 1 these names then became attached 
to the famihes of the persons who received them and to 
their lines of descent ; and, when the origin of the names 
was forgotten, a mysterious relation with the creatures and 
objects was assumed, and they evoked awe and were wor- 
shipped. Apart from the fact that there is no evidence that 
totemic creatures, ja^Jea^ evoke any response that 
can legitimately be calleH'awe^ and that, in any case, they 
are not worshipped, how can one possibly know whether 
totemism originated in this way? It could have done, but 
how does one set about inquiring into the matter, or testing 
the validity of the supposition? 

Attempts have indeed been made, by German scholars 
in particular (Ratzel, Frobenius, Grabner, Ankerman, Foy, 
Schmidt), whose method was known as the Kulturkreislehre , 
to establish a chronology for primitive cultures from circum- 
stantial evidence. Wilhelm Schmidt was the chief exponent 
of this method of reconstruction with regard to primitive 
religions, using such criteria as geographical distribution of 
hunters and collectors and their low stage of economic 
development. He considered that peoples who lack the cul- 
ture of plants and animal husbandry — such peoples as the 
Pygmies and Pygmoids of Africa and Asia, the aboriginals 
of south-east Australia, the Andamanese, the Eskimoes, the 
people of Tierra del Fuego, and some of the American 
Indians— are the ‘ethnologically oldest’ peoples. They belong 
to the primitive culture, which then developed along three 

1 Marriage, Totemism, and Religion. An Answer to Critics, 1911, pp. 86 ff. 
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independent and parallel lines: matrilineal and agricul- 
tural, patrilineal and totemic, and patriarchal and nomadic, 
each with its own habit of mind and its own outlook on 
the world. In the primitive culture there is no totemism, 
fetish worship, animism, or magic, and ghost worship is 
found only in a feeble form. On the other hand, these peoples 
who are lowest in the scale of cultural and social develop- 
ment have, as Andrew Lang had pointed out, a monotheis- 
tic religion whose gods are eternal, omniscient, beneficent, 
moral, omnipotent, and creative, satisfying all man’s needs, ^ 
rational, social, moral, and emotional. Discussions about 
the priority or otherwise of monotheism go back to pre- 
anthropological times, e.g. David Hume’s The Natural History 
of Religion (1757), in which he pretended (using the word in 
his eighteenth-century sense) that polytheism or idolatry was 
the earliest form of religion, basing his case on the facts of 
history, records about primitive peoples, and logic. The 
controversies were, as we might expect, coloured by theologi- 
cal considerations and consequently, as in Hume’s books and 
the heat they engendered, tended to be polemical. Hume 
wrote as a theist, but his religious position might be thought 
to have been ambiguous. It is above all, as Lang had also 
surmised, his desire to have a logical cause for the universe 
which leads man to a belief in God, for this response to a 
stimulus from without, combined with a tendency towards per- 
sonification, gives him this idea of a divine person, a supreme 
being. In respect of this explanation of gods, Lang and 
Schmidt fall into the class of intellectualist writers. The ori- 
gin of the conception lies in observation and inference, but, 
in their view, in this matter both were sound. The theory 
may be an acceptable hypothesis with regard to creative 
being, but it does not, it seems to me, explain satisfactorily 
the prevalence of monotheism among these very simple 
peoples. 

Schmidt wished to discredit the evolutionary ethnologists, 
according to whose schemata of development these same 
peoples should be in the lowest grade of fetishism, magism, 
animism, totemism, and so forth. Undoubtedly he proved 
his case against them, but only at the cost, as with Lang, 
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of accepting their evolutionary criteria, giving historical 
chronology to cultural levels. Indeed, on the positive side, 
I do not think he established his position firmly, and I find 
his reasoning tendentious and his use of sources dubious. 
I am much indebted to Pater Schmidt for his exhaustive 
discussion of the religions of primitives and of theories of 
primitive religion, but I do not think that his reconstruction 
of historical levels can be maintained, or that the methods he 
used can, as he claimed, legitimately be accepted as genuine 
historical methods. The matter is complicated, and I may be 
permitted to treat it thus briefly because although Schmidt, 
a man of forceful personality as well as of great learning, 
built up for himself a school in Vienna, this school has disin- 
tegrated since his death; and I doubt whether today there are 
many who would defend his chronological reconstructions, 
which were another attempt to discover the origin of religion 
where in the circumstances science does not provide us with 
the means of ascertaining it. 

It should, however, be pointed out that true monotheism 
in the historical sense of the word might be held -to be a nega- 
tion of polytheism, and therefore could not have preceded it; 
and on this issue I quote Pettazzoni : ‘What we find among 
uncivilized peoples is not monotheism in its historically 
legitimate sense, but the idea of a Supreme Being, and the 
erroneous identification, the misleading assimilation, of this 
idea to true monotheism can give rise only to misunder- 
standings .’ 1 

So we must add monotheism (in Schmidt’s sense of the word) 
to our list of unsupportable hypotheses about its genesis: 
fetishism, manism, nature-mythism, animism, totemism, 
dynamism (mana, &c.), magism, polytheism, and various 
psychological states. Nobody, so far as I am aware, de- 
fends any of these positions today. The great advances that 
social anthropology has made in and by field research have 
turned our eyes away from the vain pursuit of origins, and 
the many once disputing schools about them have withered 
away. 

I think that most anthropologists would today agree that 

1 Pettazzoni, Essays on the History of Religions , p. 9. 



CONCLUSION 


u>5 


it is useless to seek for a primordium in religion. Schleiter says, 
truly, ‘all evolutionary schemes of religion, without excep- 
tion, in the determination of the primordium and the serial 
stages of alleged development, proceed upon a purely arbi- 
trary and uncontrolled basis ’. 1 Also, it has been clearly 
established that in many primitive religions peoples’ minds 
function in different ways at different levels and in different 
contexts. So a man may turn to a fetish for certain purposes, 
and appeal to God in other situations ; and a religion can be 
both polytheistic and monotheistic, according to whether 
Spirit is thought of as more than one or as one. It is now also 
clear that even in the same primitive society there may be, 
as Radin pointed out , 2 wide differences in this respect be- 
tween individuals, differences he attributes to differences of 
temperament. Finally, I suppose it would be agreed that the 
kind of cause-and-effect explanation which was implicit in 
so much earlier theorizing is hardly in accord with modern 
scientific thought in general, which seeks rather to reveal and 
understand constant relations. 

In these theories it was assumed, taken for granted, that 
we were at one end of the scale of human progress and the 
so-called savages were at the other end, and that, because 
primitive men were on a rather low technological level, 
their thought and custom must in all respects be the antithesis 
of ours. We are rational, primitive peoples prelogical, living 
in a world of dreams and make-believe, of mystery and awe; 
we are capitalists, they communists ; we are monogamous, they 
promiscuous; we are monotheists, they fetishists, animists, 
pre-animists or what have you, and so on. 

Primitive man was thus represented as childish, crude, 
prodigal, and comparable to animals and imbeciles. This 
is no exaggeration. Herbert Spencer tells us that the mind 
of primitive man is ‘unspeculative, uncritical, incapable of 
generalizing, and with scarcely any notions save those 
yielded by the perceptions ’. 3 Then, again, he says that in 
the undeveloped vocabularies and grammatical structures of 





1 F. Schleiter, Religion and Culture, 1919, p. 39. 

2 Radin, Monotheism among Primitive Peoples, 1954 edit., pp. 24-30. 

3 Op. cit., i. 344. 
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primitives only the simplest thoughts can be conveyed, so, 
according to an unnamed authority whom he quotes, the Zuni 
Indians ‘require much facial contortion and bodily gesticu- 
lation to make their sentences perfectly intelligible’ ; and that 
the language of the Bushmen needs, according to another 
source, so many signs to eke it out that ‘they are unintel- 
ligible in the dark’, while the Arapahos, says a third autho- 
rity, ‘can hardly converse with one another in the dark’. 1 
Max Muller quotes Sir Emerson Tennent to the effect that 
the Veddahs of Ceylon have no language: ‘they mutually 
make themselves understood by signs, grimaces, and gut- 
tural sounds, which have little resemblance to definite 
words or language in general.’ 2 In fact they speak Sinhalese 
(an Indo-European tongue). Then, does not Darwin, in a 
most unscientific passage, describe the people of Tierra del 
Fuego, a rather pleasant people according to better observers, 
as practically sub-human beasts, 3 and does not Galton, in 
an even more unscientific spirit, claim that his dog had 
more intelligence than the Damara (Herero) whom he met? 4 
Many other examples could be cited. A superb collection 
of foolish, if not outrageous, observations of this sort may 
be found in the paper ‘Aptitudes of Races’ 5 by the Reverend 
Frederic W. Farrar, the author of Eric, or Little by Little and 
The Life of Christ. His dislike of, and hostility to, Negroes 
equals that of Kingsley. Fifty years of research have shown 
that such denigrations (the word in this context is etymo- 
logically ironical) were ill-informed misconceptions, or in 
other words so much rubbish. 

All this fitted in very well with colonialist and other inter- 
ests, and some were prepared to admit that some of the 
discredit must go to the American ethnologists who wanted 
an excuse for slavery, and some also to those who desired to 
find a missing link between men and monkeys. 

Needless to say, it was held that primitive peoples must 
have the crudest religious conceptions, and we have had 

1 Op. cit. i. 149. 

2 Selected Essays on Language , Mythology and Religion, ii. 27. 

3 C. Darwin, Voyage of the Beagle, 1831-36, 1906 edit., chap. x. 

4 F. Galton, Narrative of an Explorer in Tropical South Africa, 1889 edit., p. 82. 

5 Transactions of the Ethnological Society of London, N.s., v (1867), pp. 1 15-26. 
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occasion to observe the various ways in which they are sup- 
posed to have reached them. This may further be illustrated 
in the condescending argument, once it was ascertained 
beyond doubt that primitive peoples, even the hunters and 
collectors, have gods with high moral attributes, that they 
must have borrowed the idea, or just the word without 
comprehension of its meaning, from a higher culture, from 
missionaries, traders, and others. Tylor asserted this, almost 
certainly wrongly, as Andrew Lang showed, about the 
Australian aboriginals. 1 Sidney Hartland was of the same 
opinion as Tylor. 2 Dorman, also on little evidence, says 
categorically of the Amerindians: ‘No approach to mono- 
theism had been made before the discovery of America by 
Europeans . . . .’ 3 Modern research has shown that little 
value can be attributed to statements of this sort; but it 
was more or less an axiom of the time that, the simpler 
the technology and social structure, the more degraded 
the religious, and indeed any other, conceptions; and the 
opinionated Avebury went so far as to claim that there was 
no belief in gods nor any cult, and therefore on his definition 
no religion, among the Australians, the Tasmanians, the 
Andamanese, the Eskimoes, the Indians of North and South 
America, some Polynesians, at least some Caroline Isl an ders, 
the Hottentots, some Kaffirs of South Africa, the Foulahs 
of Central Africa, the Bambaras of West Africa, and the 
people of Damood Island. 4 The famous missionary Moffat, 
who excused himself for not describing the manners and 
customs of the Bechuanas on the grounds that to do so 
‘would be neither very instructive nor very edifying’, 5 says 
that Satan has erased ‘every vestige of religious impression 
from the minds of the Bechuanas, Hottentots, and Bushmen’ . 6 I * 

It was not uncommon at the time to deny that the least 
culturally developed peoples had any religion at all. This was 
the opinion of Frazer, as we have earlier noted; and even as ( 

1 Tylor, ‘On the Limits of Savage Religion’, xxi (1892), pp. 299 ff. 1 ' 

2 E. S. Hartland, ‘The “High Gods” of Australia’, Folk-lore, ix (1898), p. 302. I 

3 R. M. Dorman, The Origin of Primitive Superstitions, 1881, p. 15. ■ 

4 Op. cit., chaps. 5 and 6. 

s R. Moffat, Missionary Labours and Scenes in Southern Africa, 1842, p. 24Q. 

Ibid., p. 244. See also pp. 260-3. 1 
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late as 1928 we find Charles Singer denying that savages 
have anything which can be called a religious system, for 
their practices and beliefs totally lack coherence. 1 What he 
means is, I suppose, that they do not have a philosophy of 
religion or theological apologetics. It may, indeed, be true 
that primitive beliefs are vague and uncertain, but it does 
not seem to have occurred to these writers that so are those 


of ordinary peoples in our own society; for how could it be 
otherwise when religion concerns beings which cannot be 
directly apprehended by the senses or fully comprehended 
by reason? And if their religious myths appear sometimes to 
be ludicrous, they are not more so than those of Greece and 
Rome and India, so much admired by classical scholars and 
Orientalists ; nor, it could be held, are their gods nearly so 
revolting. 

Such views as I have outlined would not be acceptable 
today. On whether they were justified by the information 
available at the time I will pronounce no judgement, not 
having carried out the laborious literary research that would 
be required to form one. My task is expository, but I have 


also to put before you what seems to me to be the fundamen- 
tal weakness of the interpretations of primitive religion which 
at one time appeared to carry conviction. The first error was 
fthe basing of them on evolutionary assumptions for which no 
evidence was, or could be, adduced. The second was that, 
besides being theories of chronological origins, they were 
also theories of psychological origins ; and even those we have 
labelled sociological could be said to rest ultimately on 
'‘psychological suppositions of the ‘if I were a horse 3 sort. They 
could scarcely have been otherwise so far as the armchair 
anthropologists were concerned, those whose experience was 
restricted to their own culture and society, within that society 
to a small class, and within that class to a yet smaller group 
of intellectuals. I am sure that men like Avebury, Frazer, and 
Marett had little idea of how the ordinary English working 
man felt and thought, and it is not surprising that they 
had even less idea of how primitives, whom they had never 


1 C. Singer, Religion and Science, 1928, p. 7. 
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seen, feel and think. As we have seen, their explanations of 
primitive religion derived from introspection. If the scholar 
himself believed what primitives believe, or practised what 
they practise, he would have been guided by a certain line of 
reasoning, or impelled by some emotional state, or immersed 
in crowd psychology, or entangled in a network of collective 
and mystical representations. I 

How often have we been warned not to try to interpret the 
thought of ancient or primitive peoples in terms of our own 
psychology, which has been moulded by a set of institutions 
very different from theirs — by Adam Ferguson, Sir Henry 
Maine, and others, including Levy-Bruhl, who in this re- 
spect might be said to be the most objective of all the 
writers about primitive mentality whose works we have 
reviewed. ‘German scholars’, Bachofen wrote to Morgan, 
‘propose to make antiquity intelligible by measuring it 
according to the popular ideas of the present day. They only 
see themselves in the creation of the past. To penetrate to 
the structure of a mind different from our own, is hardy 
work.’ 1 It is indeed hardy work, especially when we are 
dealing with such difficult subjects as primitive magic and 
religion, in which it is all too easy, when translating the 
conceptions of the simpler peoples into our own, to trans- 
plant our thought into theirs. If it be true, as the Seligmans 
have said, that in the matter of magic black and white 
peoples regard each other with total lack of understanding, 2 
primitive man’s ideas about it are liable to be gravely dis- 
torted, especially by those who have never seen a primitive 
people and who also regard magic as a futile superstition. 

The phenomenon then tends to be analysed by the process 
of imagining ourselves in the same conditions as primitive 
man. 

As I indicated in my first lecture, I regard this problem 
of translation as being central to our discipline. I give one 
more example. We use the word ‘supernatural’ when speak- 
ing of some native belief, because that is what it would mean 
for us, but far from increasing our understanding of it, we 

1 C. Resek, Lewis Henry Morgan: American Scholar, i960, p. 136. 

2 C. G. and B. Z. Seligman, Pagan Tribes of the Nilotic Sudan, 1932, p. 25. 
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are likely by the use of this word to misunderstand it. We 
have the concept of natural law, and the word ‘super- 
natural’ conveys to us something outside the ordinary 
operation of cause and effect, but it may not at all have that 
sense for primitive man. For instance, many peoples are 
convinced that deaths are caused by witchcraft. To speak 
of witchcraft being for these peoples a supernatural agency 
hardly reflects their own view of the matter, since from their 
point of view nothing could be more natural. They ex- 
perience it through the senses in deaths and other misfor- 
tunes, and the witches are their neighbours. Indeed, for 
them, if a person did not die from witchcraft, it might be 
better said, at least in a certain sense, that he did not die a 
natural death, and that to die from witchcraft is to die from 
natural causes. We might here consider further the dicho- 
tomy between sacred and profane, also the meaning of mana 
and similar ideas, the differences between magic and reli- 
gion, and other topics which appear to me to be still in a very 
confused state, largely on account of failure to realize that 
very fundamental semantic problems confront us — or, if we 
prefer to say so, problems of translation; but this would 
require a lengthy discussion, to which I hope to give atten- 
tion at another time and in another place. 

I will only draw passing attention again to the appalling 
fog of confusion, which lasted for many years and is not yet 
entirely dispersed, about the (mainly Polynesian) concept 
of mana, a confusion partly due to the uncertain reports 
received from Melanesia and Polynesia and more so to the 
speculations of such influential writers as Marett and Durk- 
heim, who conceived of it as a vague, impersonal force, a 
sort of ether or electricity which was distributed in persons 
and things. More recent research seems to have established 
that it should be understood as an efficaciousness (with the 
allied meaning of truth) of spiritual power derived from gods 
or ghosts, usually through persons, especially chiefs — a grace 
or virtue which enables persons to ensure success in human 
undertakings, and which thus corresponds to similar ideas in 
many parts of the world. 1 

1 Hocart, ‘Mana’, Man, 1914, 46; ‘Mana again’, Man, 1922, 79. Firth, 


I 


CONCLUSION 


hi 


Here and now I have a different task to perform: to sug- 
gest what should be the procedure in investigations of primi- A 
tive religions. I do not deny that peoples have reasons for i 
their beliefs — that they are rational; I do not deny that reli- , 
gious rites may be accompanied by emotional experiences, V 
that feeling may even be an important element in their per- 7 

formance; and I certainly do not deny that religious ideas , ( 

and practices are directly associated with social groups — 
that religion, whatever else it may be, is a social pheno- 
menon. What I do deny is that it is explained by any of 
these facts, or all of them together, and I hold that it is not 
sound scientific method to seek for origins, especially when 
they cannot be found. Science deals with relations, not with \ 

origins knd essences. In so far as it can be said that the facts \ 

of primitive religions can be sociologically explained at all, it 
must be in relation to other facts, both those with which it 
forms a system of ideas and practices and other social pheno- 
mena associated with it. As an example of the first kind of 
partial explanation, I would instance magic. To try to undent- 
stand magic as an idea in its elf, what is the ^e nce^ofit, as it 
^ 3^ir affopdle sFtask . It becomes morei^Ififflble-when itST x 

^iewedJnoTonly activities but also 

'in rel ation to oth er befiefsras'part'of a system offthoug ht ; , ’jCJ 

jbr it is ce rtainlyoften the caielEatliri^primaHymSjf sol^ efr^ 
a means of controlling hature^sfof'preyenting witchcraft and 
oiffer^mysti'cal~forces operating against human endeavour 
by interfering with the empirical measures taken to attain 
an end. As an example of explanation in terms of the relation 
of religion to other social, and in themselves non-religious, 
facts, we might instance ancestor cults, which clearly can 
only be understood when they are viewed as part of a whole 
set of family and kin relationships. The ghosts have power ^ 
over their descendants, among whom they act as sanction for 
conduct, seeing that they carry out their obligations to one 
another and punishing them if they fail to do so. Or again, 


‘The Analysis of Mana : an Empirical Approach’, Journal of the Polynesian Society, 
xlix (1940), pp. 483-610. A. Capell, ‘The Word “Mana” : a Linguistic Study’, 
Oceania, ix (1938), pp. 89-96. Also, F. R. Lehmann, Mana, Der Begriff des 
‘aufierordentlich Wirkungsvolleri bei Siidseevolkem, 1922, passim. 
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in some societies God is conceived of as both the one and the 
many, the one as thought of in relation to all men or a total 
society, and the many as thought of, in the form of a variety 
of spirits, in relation to one or other segment of society. A 
knowledge of the social structure is here obviously required for 
the understanding of some features of religious thought. Then 
again, religious ritual is performed on ceremonial occasions 
in which the relative-status of individ uals and groups^ is 
affirmed or confirmed, as at birth, initiation, marriage, and 
death. Qlearly, to understand the role of religion on these 
occasions q nemm stffiere^gaiDTLave a Imowledye'ofith^sociai^ 
structure. I have given some very simple examples. A rela-~ 
tional a nalysis of the kind suggested can be made at any" 
pmntfwhere religion is in a functional relation to any other 
social facts — moral, ethical, economic, juridical, aesthetic, 
and scientific— and when it has been made at all points, we 
Have as full a sociological understanding of the phenomenon 
as we are ever likely to have. 

All this amounts to saying that we have to account for 
religious facts in terms o f the tot ality of the culture and society 
in which they are foundTto try to understand- them in terms 
of what the Gestalt psychologists called the Kulturganze, or 
of what Mauss called fait total. They must be seen as a 
relation of parts to one another within a coherent system, 
each part making sense only in relation to the others, and 
the system itself making sense only in relation to other insti- 
tutional systems, as part of a wider set of relations. 

I regret to say that very little progress has been made along 
these lines. As I have earlier remarked, when the religious 
crisis passed, interest among anthropologists in primitive 
religions dwindled, and between the end of the First World 
War and recently there was a dearth of studies on the sub- 
ject by those who had done field research. Perhaps, also, 
fi eld resea rch into this particular topic demands a poetic 
mind which moves easily in images and symbols. So while in 
other departments of anthropology some, even considerable, 
advance has been made by intensive research, in the study of 
kinship and of political institutions for example, I do not 
think that comparable advance has been made in the study 
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of primitive religion. Religion is, of course, e xpressed in - 

ritu al, and it is a symptom of the lack of interest shown in 
recent years that it has been noted that, of the ninety-nine 
publications of the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute dealing 
with various aspects of African fife during the last thirty or 
so years, only three have taken ritual for their subject . 1 I am 
glad to say, however, since primitive religion in a broad sense 
has been one of my own chief interests, that lately there have 
been signs of a renewed interest in it, and from what we have 
called a relational point of view. I do not wish to be selective, 
but I might cite as examples a few recent books on African 
religions: Dr. Godfrey Lienhardt’s Divinity and Experience, an 
analytical study of the religion of the Dinka of the Sudan , 2 Dr. 
John Middleton’s study of the religious conceptions and rites 
of the Lugbara people of Uganda , 3 an d Dr. Victor Turner’s 

study of Ndemb u — ritual — and sym bolism in Northern 

TRlTOdesia^and also, outside our professional ranks, such 
researches" as those of Fr. Tempels 5 and Fr. Theuws 5 among 
the Baluba of the Congo. These recent researches in particu- 
lar societies bring us nearer to the formulation of the problem 
of what is the part played by religion, and in general by what t 
might be called non-scientific thought, in social life. 

Now, sooner or later, if we are to have a general sociological 

theory of religion, we shall have to take into consideratio n all 

.religions a nd not just primitive religions ; and only by so doing 
can we understand some of its essential features. For as the 
advances of science and technology have rendered magic 
-redundan t, religion ha&jpersisted, and'its social role has 
become ever more embracing, involving persons more and 
more remote and no longer, as in primitive societies, bound 
by ties of family and kin and participating in corporate 
activities. 

1 R. Apthorpe, introduction to ‘Elements in Luvale Beliefs and Rituals’, 
by C. M. N. White, Rhodes-Livingstone Papers, no. 32 (1961), p. ix. 

2 G. Lienhardt, Divinity and Experience. The Religion of the Dinka, 1961. 

3 J. Middleton, Lugbara Religion, 1 960. 

4 V. W. Turner, ‘Ndembu Divination: its Symbolism and Techniques’, 

Rhodes-Livingstone Papers, no. 31 (1961) : ‘Ritual Symbolism, Morality and Social 
Structure among the Ndembu’, Rhodes-Livingstone Journal, no. 30 (1961). \ 

5 R. P. Placide Tempels, Bantu Philosophy, 1959. 

6 Th. Theuws, ‘Le Reel dans la conception Luba’, Zaire, xv (1961), 1. 
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If we do not have some general statements to make about 
religion, we do not go beyond innumerable particular 
studies of the religions of particular peoples. During last 
century such general statements were indeed attempted, as 
we have seen, in the form of evolutionary and psychological 
and sociological hypotheses, but since these attempts at 
general formulations seem to have been abandoned by 
anthropologists, our subject has suffered fro m loss of com- 
mon aim and method. The so-called funct ronaIjneth. od was 
^too_vague^nitoo slick to per sist, and also to o much colou red 
by pragmatism ancfteleology. It rested tooThucfroa aTrather 
— — "flimsy Biological anaiogyflind little was done by compara- 
tive researfctf'To'support conclusions reached in particular 
studies— indeed, comparative studies were becoming almost 
obsolete. 

Several philosophers and near-philosophers have attempted 
to set forth in the broadest possible way what they conceived 
to be the xole qf relig ion in social life, and I now turn to see 
what we may learn from them. In spite of all his plagiarism, 
his prolixity, and his triviafityfT’arefjp saw, as we have 
already observed, that non-logictd-wSys of thought, that is, 
actions (and the ideas associated with them) in which means 
are not, from the standpoint of experimental science, ra tion- 
ally a dapted to end s, play an essential part in social relations; 
ancfTn that category he placed reli gio n. PrayermiayTie 
efficacious, though- Pareto obviously did not himself think 
so, but its efficacy is not accepted by the consensus of scienti- 

fic op inion as fact. Where" t^hmcaTpre^i n ii:hf mp~mrfnr 

\ another is necessary , as in science, military operations, law, 

\ and politics, reasQnjnust d omina te. Otherwise, in our social 
regions and in theTsphere of our. valuls> and affections and 
! loyalties, se ntiment prevails : in our attachment to family and 
v — home, to church and state, and in our conduct to our fellows; 
and these sentiments are of t he utmost importance, among 

them being the religious sentiments. Iir other words, certain 

activities require strictly rational thought^usmg ‘rational’ 
here as shorthand lor Jns^logico-experimental 5 — but they 
can only be carried ou^Jf) there is also some measure o£-l 
sohdarity between the persons involved and security and 
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order, and these depend on common sentiments, which 
dgxhie from moral, not technical, needs, and are based on 
imperatives and axioms hdd not on observation and experi- 
ment. T hey are construct^ of the heart r ather than of the 
mind, which here serves only to find reasons_ta-protect them. 
Hence Pareto’s aim, cited earlier, to demonstrate' experi- 
mentally ‘the individual and social utility of non-logical. 
conduct 5 . 1 I think he was trying to say that in the realm of 
value s, only the means are chosen by reason, not the ends, a 
view shared, among others, by Aristotle and Hume. 

To take another example, the philosopher Henri Bergson 
was, though in a different manner, making the same distinc- 
tion between the two broad types of thought and behaviour, 
the religious and the scientific. We must study them in action ; 
and also, we must not be led astray by Levy-Bruhl into sup- 
posing that, in bringing in mystical causes, primitive man is 
thereby explaining physical effects ; rather, he is accounting 
for their human significance, their significance for him. The 
difference between savages and ourselves is simply that we 
have more scientific knowledge than they have: they ‘are 
ignorant of what we have learnt ’. 2 

Bearing these comments in mind, we turn to Bergson’s 
main thesis. Fundamentally, he says, human society and cul- 
ture serve a biological purpose, and the two types of mental 
function serve this purpose in different ways and are 
complementary. There are two different sorts of religious 
experience, the static, that associated with the closed society, 
and the dynamic or mystical (in the individualist sense that 
the word has in historical writings and comparative studies 
of religion, and not in Levy-Bruhl’s sense), which is asso- 
ciated with the open, the universal, society. The former is, 
of course, characteristic of primitive societies. Now, biological 
evolution, with regard to both structure and organization, 
has taken two directions : towards the perfection of instinct 
in the whole animal kingdom except for man, and towards 
the perfection of intelligence in man alone. If intelligence has 
its advantages, it has also its disadvantages. Unlike animals, 
primitive man can foresee the difficulties before him and has 



1 The Mind and Society, p. 35. 2 Bergson, op. cit., p. 151. 
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doubts and fears about his ability to overcome them. Yet 
action is imperative. Above all, he knows that he must die. 
This^ realization of helplessness inhibits action and imperils 
life. Reflection, the pale cast of thought, has another danger. 
Societies persist because of a sense of moral obligation among 
their members; but his intelligence may tell a man that his 
own selfish interests should come first, whether they conflict 
with the general good or not. 

Confronted with these dilemmas, Nature (these reifica- 
tions abound in Bergson’s writings) makes an adjustment to 
restore man’s confidence and impose his sacrifice by delving 
into the instinctual depths covered over by the layer of intel- 
ligence. With the myth-making faculty she finds there she 
puts his intelligence to sleep, though without destroying it. 
From it are derived magic and religion, at first undifferen- 
tiated, though later each goes its own way. They supply the 
necessary balance to intelligence and allow man, by mani- 
pulating imaginary forces in nature or by appealing to 
imaginary spirits, to turn again towards his goal; and they 
compel him also to forget his selfish interests in the common 
interest and to submit, through taboos, to social discipline. 
SOjjw hat instinct does for animals , religio n does for ma n, by 
aiding his intelligence in opposing to it in critical situations 
intellectual representations. Therefore religion is not, as- 
some have supposed, a product of fear, but an assurance, and 
insurance, against fear. Ultimately it is a product of air 
instinctual urge, a vital impulse which, combined with intel- 
ligence, ensures man’s survival and his evolutionary climb 
to ever greater heights. In a sentence, it is, says Bergson, ‘a 
defensive reaction of nature against the dissolvent power of 
intelligence ’. 1 So, since these functions of religion, in whatever 
monstrous constructs of the imagination it may proliferate, 
not being anchored to reality, are essential for survival, both 
of the person and of society, we need not be surprised that 
while there have been, and are, societies which lack science, 
art, and philosophy, there never has been one without^ 
religion. ‘Religion, being co-exfensive with our species, must 
pertain to our structure .’ 2 
1 Op. cit., p. 122. 




2 Ibid., p. 176. 
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Bergson made use of secondary sources, particularly the 
writings of his friend Levy-Bruhl, when he wrote about 
primitive ideas in contemporaneous simple societies, but 
when he spoke of primitive man he had in mind some hypo- 
thetical prehistoric man, and this man was more or less a 
dialectical device to enable him to make a stronger contrast 
between the static religion of the closed society and the 
mystical religion of the open society of the future which his 
imagination, guided by personal religious experience, en- 
visaged. 

You may have noted that in a very general way Bergson’s 
‘instinct’ corresponds to Pareto’s ‘non-logico-experimental 
residues’ and to Levy-Bruhl’s ‘pre-logical’, and his ‘intel- / 
ligence’ to Pareto’s ‘logico-experimental’ and to Levy-Bruhl’s j 
‘logical’ ; and that the problem seen by Pareto and Bergson j 
but not, I think , by Levy-Bruhl, was, though from different/ 
points of view, much the same. It may further be observed 
that while all three tell us much about the n ature of the 
irration al, they tell us very little about the raSonal, and 
therefore one is not quite sure in what the differences in the 
contrast consist. 

The German social historian Max Weber , 1 to take a final 
example, touches on the same problem, though not so ex- 
plicitly; and his ‘rational’ as against the ‘traditional’ and 
‘charismatic’ to some degree corresponds to the opposed terms 
of the other writers. He distinguishes these three ideal or 
‘pure’ types of social activity. The rational is the most 
intelligible type, best observed in the capitalist economics of 
the West, though evident in all activities subject to bureau- 
cratic control, routinization, and their product, almost 
complete depersonalization. The traditional is characterized 
by piety for what has always existed, typical of conservative 
and relatively changeless societies in which affective, or 
affectual, sentiments predominate. Primitive societies belong 
to this type, though he appears to have read little about them. 
The charismatic, until it becomes routinized by banausic ' 
officialdom, as it inevitably does if it is successful, is the free, 
individual, emergence of the spirit: it is represented by the 
1 From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology , 1947- 
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/ prophet, the heroic warrior, the revolutionary, &c., who 
appear as leaders in times of distress, and are credited with 
extraordinary and supernatural gifts. Such leaders may 
appear in any society. 

f Like Bergson, Max Weber distinguishes between what 
! he calls magical religiosity, the religions of primitive and 
barbarous peoples^^nd the universalist religions of the 
j prophets who shattered the mystical (in his sense of the word) 

. ties of the closed society, of the exclusive groups and associa- 
i tions of community life; though both alike are mostly con- 
j cerned with this- worldly values : health, long life, and wealth. 

' In one sense of the word, religion is not in itself non-rational. 

( Puritanism and apologetics and casuistry are highly rational. 

; This being so, it follows that doctrines may create an ethos 
conducive to secular developments : the Protestant sects and 

I the rise of Western capitalism are an example. But it is never- 
theless in tension with secular rationality, which slowly ousts 
it from one sphere after another — law, politics, economics, 
and science — and so this leads, in Friedrich Schiller’s 
phrase, to the ‘disenchantment of the world’. In another 
sense, therefore, religion is non-rational, even in its rationa l- 
ized forms ; and although Max Weber saw it as a refuge 
from the complete destruction of the personality by the inevi- 
table trends of modern life, he could not himself take shelter 
in it: one must rather accept imprisonment in a terrible 
society and be prepared to be a cog in a machine, depriving 
oneself of all that it means to be an individual who has 
personal relations with other individuals. But, though things 
are moving in that direction, religion still plays an important 
part in social life, and it is the role of the sociologist to show 
what that part is, not only in the rationalized societies of 
Western Europe but also in earlier periods of history and in 
other parts of the world, demonstrating how, in different types 
of society, different types of religion both shaped, and were 
j shaped by, other areas of social life. In brief, we have to ask 
I what is the 'rol^of the non-rational in social life and what 
I parts are,-ancThave been, played in that life by the rational, 
l the traditional, and the charismatic. He is asking much the 
same questions as Pareto and Bergson. 
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Such are the questions — I give no more examples. Are the 
answers to them any more satisfactory than those we have 
considered in earlier lectures? I think not. They are too 
vague, too general, a bit too easy, jmd they smell strongly 
( of pra'gm^is^sp^ia.r pleadingT TR.eligioh~ helps'~to i3 reserve 
^ocial^oheTibn, it gives men confidence,_and so_QnT5jut do" 
"such explanations fakeus VeryTar, and if they are true, which 
has to be proved, how does one set about determining in 
what way and in what degree does religion have these effects? 

My answer to the question I have asked must be that I 
think that while the problem posed is, wide though it may 
be, a real one, the answers are not impressive. I would 
propose instead that we do som e research into the matter. 
Cofnparative reiigionls a subject hardly represented in our 
universities, and the data of what claims to be such are derived 
almost entirely from books — sacred texts, theological writings, 
exegetics, mystical writings, and all the rest of it. But for the 
anthropologist or sociologist, I would suggest, this is perhaps 
the least significant part of religion, especially as it is very 
evident that the scholars who write books on the historical 
religions are sometimes uncertain what even key words meant 
to the authors of the original texts. The philological recon- 
structions and interpretations of these key words are only 
too often uncertain, contradictory, and unconvincing, e.g. 
in the case of the word ‘god’. The student of an ancient 
religion or of a religion in its early phases has no other means 
of examining it than in texts, for the people contemporaneous 
with the texts are no more and cannot therefore be consulted. 
Serious distortions may result, as when it is said that Buddhism 
'and J ainismTir e~ atheisticTeligions . No doubt they may have 
been regarded as systems of philosophy and psychology by 
the authors of the systems but we may well ask whether they 
were by ordinary people; and it is ordinary people the 
anthropologist is chiefly interested in. To him what is most 
important is how religious beliefs and practices affect in 
any society the minds, the feelings, the lives, and the inter- 
relations of its members. There are few books which describe 
and analyse in any adequate manner the role of religion in 
any Hindu, Buddhist, Moslem, or Christian community. 
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For the social anthropologist, religion is what religion does. 
I must add that such studies among primitive peoples have 
been few and far between. In both civilized and primitive 
societies herein lies an enormous and almost untilled field for 
research. 

Furthermore, comparative religion must be comparative 
in a relationajjaanner if much that is worth while is to come 
out of tHeexercise. If comparison is to stop at mere descrip- 
tion — Christians believe this, Moslems that, and Hindus 
the other — or even if it goes a step further and classifies — 
Zoroastrianism, Judaism, and Islam are prophetic religions, 
Hinduism and Buddhism are mystical religions (or, certain 
religions are world-accepting while others are world-denying) 
— we are not taken very far towards an understanding of 

-.either similarities or differences. The Indian monists, the 

Buddhists, and the Manichees may all be alike in desiring 
release from the body and detachment from the world of 
sense, but the question we would ask is whet he r t his common 
element j^elated4o~any_o.ther social facts. An attempt was 
made in this direction by Weber and Tawneyi'in relating 
certain Protestant teaching s to ^ce rtain economic changes. 
Indeed, far be it from me to belittle students of comparative 
religion on this score, for, as I hope I have shown in earlier 
lectures, we anthropologists have not made much progress 
in the sort of relational studies which I believe to be those 
required and the only ones which are likely to lead us to a 
vigorous sociology of religion. 

Indeed, I have to conclude that I do not feel that on the 
whole the different theories we have reviewed, either singly 
or taken together, give us much more than common-sense 
guesses, which for the most part miss the mark. If we ask 
ourselves, as we naturally do, whether they have any bear- 
ing on our own religious experience — whether, shall we say, 
they make any more significant for us ‘Peace I leave you, my 
peace I give unto you . . .’ — I suppose that the answer must 
be that they have little, and this may make us sceptical about 
their value as explanations of the religions of primitives, 

1 M. Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 1930; R. H. 
^^/Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, 1 944 edit. 
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who cannot apply the same test. The reason for this is, I be- 
lieve, partly one I have already given, that the write rs-were- w 
seeking for explanations_in— terms-of-origins_ a nd es sences — J 
inste ad df"rel'^bnsLl,and I would further sug gest th at this / 
followed Jrom their assumptions that the souls and spirits and 
^^odi~of religion h ave rioTeaht y) Tor if they are regarded'"as™~ 
TomplCTe^hmOns)” - then Aome Biological, psychological, or 
sociological theory of how everywhere and at all times men 
have been stupid enough to believe in them seems to be j 

called for. He who accepts the reality of spiritual being does | 

not feel the same need for such explanations, for, inadequate 
though the conceptions of soul and God may be among 
primitive peoples, th ey are not just an illu sion for him. As ' v . v V 
far as a study of religion as a factor in social life is concerned, > ^ - 
it may make little difference whether the anthropologist is a N’ 
theist or an atheist, since in either case he can only take into 
account what he can observe. But if either attempts to go 
further than this, each must pursue a different path. The 
non-believer seeks for some theory — biological, psychological, ! 

"“or sociological — which will explain the illusion believer 

seeks r ather to un derstand the. manner in. which a peopl,e : .... 

N conceives of a reality and their relations to it. For both, \ 
religion is part of social life7but for the believer it has also -j- ^ 
another dimension. On this point I find myself in agreement , 
with Schmidt in his confutation of Renan: ‘If religion is 
essentially of the inner life, it follows that it can be truly ^ 
grasped o nly f rom within. But beyond a doubt, this can be 
better done by one in whose inward consciousness an ex- ' 
perience of religion plays a part. There is but too much 
danger that the other [the non-believer] will talk of religion 
as a blind man might of colours, or one totally devoid of ear, 
of a beautiful musical composition.’ 1 

In these lectures I have given you an account of some of 
the main past attempts at explaining primitive religions, and 
I have asked you to accept that none of them is wholly 
satisfactory. We seem always to have come out by the same 
door as we went in. But I would not wish to have you believe 
that so much labour has been to no purpose. If we are now 
1 W. Schmidt, The Origin and Growth of Religion, 1931, p. 6. 
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able to see the errors in these theories purporting to account 
for primitive religions, it is partly because they were set forth, 
thereby inviting logical analysis of their contents and the 
testing of them against recorded ethnological fact and in 
field research. The advance in this department of social 
anthropology in the last forty or so years may be measured 
by the fact that, in the light of the knowledge we now have, we 
can point to the inadequacies of theories which at one time 
carried conviction, but we might never have obtained this 
knowledge had it not been for the pioneers whose writings 
we have reviewed. 
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